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Let us know what yov'd like 
to see in the comments!!!!11! 


In the old days, people used to huddle together in the corners of the 
Internet, in forums and on mailing lists, to talk about videogames. We 
know this because we were there. We even had our own discussion 
board, before some genius from our parent company's Men Who Wear 
Aftershave division decided that there was no value in it and shut it down. 
This was social media before the term had been invented, but only social 
in the context of others who were interested in videogames enough to hunt 
us down and join in. To everyone else, we might as well have been 
invisible. But then everything changed. User contributions are the beating 
heart of today's Internet, from Facebook and Twitter to Kickstarter and 
Instagram, and everyone is paying attention. To understand the extent of 
the shift, you only had to watch E3's media briefings unfold this year. 

It used to be a Very Funny Industry Joke to prepare E3 conference bingo 
cards, setting out a grid of sights and sayings to tick off as they played out 
on stage in LA. But then, partway through Sony's E3 event, the company's 
VP of publisher and developer relations Adam Boyes literally pulled out his 
own version, on which he had written ‘The Last Guardian’, ‘FFVII remake’ 
and ‘Shenmue lll Kickstarter’. Somehow, Sony had put a tick against each 
item. ‘We listen to our fans’ was the message, though it could hardly be 
heard through the noise of an audience offering a hitherto-unrivalled 
demonstration of the famous American custom known as ‘losing its shit’. 

That these games don't have firm release dates — or even a start date in 
the case of Shenmue III — wasn't allowed to get in the way of a tidal wave 
of fuzzy feelings. This is E3 now: even louder than before, and to order. 

In this environment, and as fun as it is to see such things play out, a 
meeting with the man behind Dark Souls feels like a sobering slap on the 
cheek. Hidetaka Miyazaki is returning to the director's chair for the series' 
third instalment, and he's continuing to walk his own path. In our cover 
story, we embark on the tough quest of finding out where he's headed. 
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Shuhei Yoshida, president 
of Sony’ Worldwide 
Studios, reaches out to 

a growing army of fans 
during the PlayStation 

E3 media briefing 





This is for 
the players 


Welcome to the fantasy zone. At E3 2015, 


ty even your most unlikely dreams can come true 









p Microsoft. This was its best E3 SCE president Andrew House copping 
conference in years, a focused, to Sony's sparse 2015 firstparty 

finely paced 90 minutes that firmly offering on an investor call, was 
positioned Xbox One as a machine for struggling. Microsoft had the games, 
games and the people who play and the services and, at last, the message; 
make them. There were eye-catching Sony once again sought to pass off 
reveals, gameplay demos for the known multiplatform thirdparty games as 
quantities, and a drastic broadening of exclusive firstparty ones, leaning 

both the console’s game lineup and its more heavily than ever on platform- 
feature-set. There were even a couple specific content to keep PS4 on top 

of digs at the competition — perhaps of the pile. In the end, none of it 

the surest sign that Microsoft knew it mattered: within the space of a few 
was on the up and that Sony, with minutes, Sony had resurrected The Last 


Uncharted 4 slipping to next year and Guardian, announced a true Final => 





ABOVE Uncharted 4's 
live demo during 
Sony's briefing 
contained enough 
action to raise blood 
pressures, but it was a 
more extensive demo 
during E3 itself that 
saw it capture game- 
of-the-show awards. 
BELOW Yu Suzuki 
takes to the stage 

at Sony's event to 
officially launch 

the Shenmue III 
Kickstarter campaign. 
BELOW RIGHT To 

some, just a short CG 
sequence promoting 
a remastered FFVII 
felt like a gift of 
generous proportions 


Fantasy VII remake, and given the stage 
to Yu Suzuki's Shenmue Ill. It was a triple 
punch unlike anything seen throughout 

E35 long history, and it was game over. 


No one saw it coming — not even the 
Sony staff summoned to a briefing on the 
morning of the show that, in a normal 
year, would see them let in on the secrets 
to be unveiled later that day. This year 
they got nothing, and little wonder: this 
was not exacily a normal year. 

How odd that a show dedicated to the 
new and exciting should turn out to be 
defined by the way it looked to the past. 
The biggest gasps at Microsoft's show 
were for the announcement of Xbox 360 
backwards compatibility on Xbox One, a 
difficult technical problem Microsoft has 
solved at an OS level, rather than the 
bitty, buggy software solution that made 








some original Xbox games playable on 
360. Elsewhere it had Rare Replay, a 
30-game collection reaching way back 
into history; the return of Kudo 'Kinect 
Tsunoda; and outings for Master Chief 
and Lara Croft, plus Marcus Fenix in an 
HD makeover rather undermined by the 
whole backwards compatibility thing. The 
night before, Bethesda had shown off its 
Doom reboot; the following morning 
Nintendo would bring back Star Fox. E3 
2015 was a show for remembering the 
things you used to love, and looking 
forward to loving them again. 

Despite the digs at Sony (one for 
its lack of 2015 releases; the other 
comparing free 360 backwards 
compatibility to the paid PlayStation 
Now), Phil Spencer's pitch was aimed 
in large part at those who have yet to 
pick a side this generation, telling those 





waiting to move from 360 that now was 
the time. By the end of the year, 100 
360 games will be playable on Xbox 
One; a new Halo, Tomb Raider and 
Forza Motorsport will be on shelves; 
and 2016's looking bright too. 

While the conference was bookended 
by Halo 5 and Gears 4, in between 
there was a clear shift away from Xbox 
tradition. Multiplatform or not, getting the 
Dark Souls Ill announcement was a coup 
for Microsoft, while Keiji Inafune's 
intriguing ReCore and Rare' pirate 
MMOG Sea Of Thieves provided further 
evidence of a desire to offer more than 
the shooters and sports games that have 
long been Microsoft's wheelhouse. 

And a desire, too, to keep executive 
bluster to a minimum. With Spencer 
limiting himself to two brief appearances 
at the start and end of the show and. > 
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Shuhei Yoshida 
F jent E 


What's going on with development 
of The Last Guardian? 

The game is in good shape. What 

we showed in video format is totally 
playable and is one section of a larger 
level. | believe we are showing behind 
closed doors the actual live code of 
that level. The reason we've shown it 
at this E3 is we have good confidence 
in the way development is going. We 
completely rebuilt the game in terms 

of the technical side — the PS3 code 
was very optimised for PS3 and it took 
lots of effort, but still the game didn't 
reach the performance it needed, and 
features were missing. It was clear the 
game design had to be compromised 
to make it work on PS3, and PS4 was 
coming, so we decided to do it on 
PS4. And it took a long time to rebuild 
it on PS4, but now we have the tech 
foundations and toolset and the team. 





Given the differences in architecture 
between the two consoles, that must 
have been a tough process. 

Really, really tough. Especially because 
we were not sure if the game could 
be made. Tech issues aside, the game 
was still early in development, so we 
had to have a really strong desire to 
continue the project and rebuild on 
PS4. And of course we believed in 
the vision of Ueda-san, and Ueda-san 
and the core teams really wanted to 
see this realised, and so did |. Having 
so many people asking us about the 
game was great encouragement for 
us fo continue the development. 


There were rumours ahead of the 
show that PS4 lead architect Mark 
Cerny was part of the team that was 
working on it. 

Mark is giving advice, as he does 

to many firstparty projects. Because 
the tech issue was a big one, Mark 

is helping a lot and giving good 
advice, but it's not like Mark took 
over the project. 


You could never have cancelled it, 
could you, after all those years? 

If everyone stopped asking about it, 
probably we would have. 


Shenmve Ill is obviously going to 
need a lot more than the $2 million 
Kickstarter target - are you going to 
support it, to ensure it's released? 
The way our thirdparty relations team 
has been working with Suzuki-san is 
the same way they've been working 
with many indie teams; SCEA and 
SCE Europe have brought lots of indies 
on the stage. The difference is that 
Suzuki-san announced the KickStarter 
at our E3 press conference, and we 
wanted to make sure the KickStarter 





was going to be successful. So there 
was no better way fo announce it 
because millions of people were going 
to watch it. And it was successful! 
When indies are making games 

that are very promising, SCEA 
supports them in many different ways, 
including financial support, to make 
sure the game is realised and works 
on PlayStation. And that's the same 
situation with Shenmue Ill. 


Uncharted 4 slipping to 2016 is 
unfortunate. Could you have shifted 
resources fo the project in order to 
ensure that it launched in 2015? Is 
that kind of switch 
even possible? 

We wish it was that 
simple. As far as 

we are concerned, 
the game cannot be 
made in time with 
more money. When 
an experienced team 
like Naughty Dog say 
they need more time, 
we believe them. And 
we support them. 

So we announced 
Uncharted: The Nathan Drake 
Collection for October, and we know 
that lots of people who own PS4s did 
not own PS3. So, for many people, 
Uncharted 4 might be their first 
Uncharted. And so instead of that — 
and lots of people asked for it — we're 
saying, “Please try Uncharted 1-3 — 
they have great stories and characters, 
and they will prepare you for an even 


better experience playing Uncharted 
4." As you saw in the conference, 
there are lots of big thirdparty titles 
coming out around Christmas time, so 
there's no shortage of great games that 
you can play on PS4 this Christmas. 


What do you think is the big PS4 
game for this Christmas? 
So, of the games that were in the 
show: Destiny and Call Of Duty, 
Assassin's Creed: Syndicate, Star 
Wars: Battlefront. And other games 
that were not in our show — Metal 
Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, 
Mad Max and Fallout 4 are looking 
great. These games 
are going lo be 


^| wish there were ^ huge games for 


his Christmas. 





more chances for | totally understand 
the industry to 
shed light on some 
of the smaller, 
creative, games” 


he perspective from 
hose journalists and 
some consumers 
saying we don't have 
exclusive games 

his year. But if you 
look at it, we are 
planning to release 
about ten games 
from firstparty studios from now until 
the end of December, this calendar 
year. And many of them are really 
interesting, creative games like 
Everybody Gone To The Rapture, The 
Tomorrow Children, Guns Up, Until 
Dawn, Tearaway Unfolded. These 
might not all be blockbuster triple-A 
titles, but we are making sure that the 
people who have a PlayStation 4 can 














Nathan Drake's adventure may take the headline slot, but Yoshida wants to ensure that 
indie productions such as Everybody's Gone To The Rapture don't get lost in the noise 
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experience a variety of titles, from big 
blockbuster games to very creative, 
interesting experiences. 


Microsoft had a couple of little digs 
in Sony’s direction during its briefing, 
and managed to make a lot of noise 
with backwards compatibility. What 
is your response to that? 
| was very surprised. It must have 
taken lots of effort for them to realise 
ihe backwards compatibility, because 
the Xbox 360 and Xbox One use very 
different kinds of architecture. And 
I'm very curious. They showed a very 
short list of titles that work, and doing 
software emulation means you have to 
work title by title. So I'm curious to see 
what kind of games will be included in 
those 100 games that they say will be 
compatible by the end of the year. 
We don't have backwards 
compatibility with PS4. With PS Now 
you can play PS3 games on PS4, 
but the main purpose of PS Now 
is a network service. By removing 
the requirement of games running 
on the console itself we can bring 
PlayStation games to multiple devices, 
including non-PlayStation devices. 
We just announced an alliance with 
Samsung in the US so people who 
purchase Samsung TVs can play 
PlayStation games on their TV. So 
that's the main purpose, not to 
provide backwards compatibility. 

| totally understand people asking 
for it, and if it was easy, we'd have 
done that. But our focus is creating 
PS4 games and adding new services. 
remaking games on PS4 makes the 
games even better — with The Last Of 
Us, you can play at 60 frames per 
second, and the same goes for Dark 
Souls Il. Actually, | just finished Dark 
Souls Il again on PS4. 











Did you play the DLC? 
Yeah, the DLC'5 so hard! 


You've been coming to E3 for a good 
while now. Is there anything you'd 
like to see change about it? 

We were not able to talk as much 
about interesting smaller games 
during the conference this year, 
because there are so many big titles 
we wanted to feature — like | say, we 
have ten games we are releasing this 
year but even we are not able to give 
ime to all these games. | wish there 
were more chances for the industry 

o shed light on some of the smaller, 
very creative, interesting games and 
experiences. So that's my wish. | feel 
very sorry for the developers making 
hese titles when they put in lots of 
effort and come to E3 and we don't 
alk about these games. 














A lot of people who've migrated 
from Xbox 360 to Xbox One have 
relegated their old hardware to the 
loft or sold it. What does that mean 
for backwards compatibility? 

This, for me, as a gamer and as 
somebody who cares so much about 
the brand, has been the hardest thing 
about not leaking it. I've wanted to tell 
people, “Hold onto your 360 games!" 
There were a hundred times where 
people had to stop me from tweeting 
that out over the past six months, 
because as | would see a game that 
works | wanted to tell people: "Keep 

it — don't sell that! Even if you sell 

your 360, keep your games!" 





How does it work? 

he team took the approach of 
effectively running the whole 360 OS 
on the Xbox One, which is why you 
can play with Live and everything else. 
hat was the most difficult thing: could 
we get the 360 OS to boot so it thinks 
it's running on native hardware? The 
nice thing is that the developers don't 
have to do anything. They approve the 
game, we tun it through a test pass, 
obviously, to make sure everything's 
ine, then we have to wrap it up as 

an Xbox One game so the Xbox One 
nows you're actually running a game. 








Will you be encouraging publishers 
fo create more collections, packing in 
previous releases with new ones? 
With Games With Gold and things 
ike EA Access Vault, there are a lot of 
areas. | love seeing Ubi going back 
and revisiting Rainbow Six, including 
heir last two games with the new 
one. And there was the Fallout 3 
announcement — that Fallout 3 will be 
here for people who buy Fallout 4. 
he thirdparty support for this has been 
great. | think it's something that we've 
missed in our industry. 
You watch what's happened with 
he Star Wars re-release just recently 
on digital, and people are able to 
go all the way back to 1977 when 
Episode IV was shown. And they 
can go and revisit the whole story. In 
our past, we have lost some of that 
because of the divide that happens. 
With Rare Replay, we were able to 
take the history of Rare and put it on 
disc for Xbox One, and | think letting 
gamers understand the artform and 
how it's progressed and getting to 
experience those things is critical 
for our industry. 











In the past, Xbox has had quite a 
traditional videogame image - all 
sports, broad shoulders and guns. 
How important is it to change that? 
| noticed just as we were doing 


the show the number of characters 
of colour that were playable in the 
games you saw. 

We have a lot of work to do as an 
industry in this space, but in this case, 
we're talking female leaders that are 
authentic. Whether it's Kiki Wolfkill 
[from 343 Industries] or Lydia from 
Mojang, we bring people out and 
they represent the game as well as 
anybody. We don't have to say, "OK, 
let's find somebody in the Halo team 
that's a woman to put on stage" — you 
pick the leader of the Halo team! | 
was incredibly proud of the way that 
diversity showed up, but | think as an 
industry we have more work to do, 
and we're committed to that. 


Is the Elite controller something you 
were asked for by the community, or 
is it an internally driven thing? 
Definitely from the community. There's 
a lot of innovation that happens in 

the controller space — people want 
more customisation when they're at 
the higher end, and 
they want to be 

able to moke it their 
controller. Whereas 
for me | take the 
default setup that I've 
learned. But you think 
about your eSport 
pro gaming, which 

is a very, very strong 
growth category: 
those people — a 
growing segment 

of our population 

- really care about 
making the controller feel exactly the 
way they want it to feel. 








Is there a danger now that people 
will see the vanilla controller as 
being somehow sub-par? 
| think that controller, especially with 
some of the recent modifications we 
made with the audio jack and the 
shoulder buttons, is the best controller, 
obviously, that we've made up until the 
point the Elite controller comes out. 
We lock at the Elite controller as 
being for somebody who feels they're 
an elite competitive gamer, and that's 
great for them, but we'll continue to 
be very supportive of our Xbox One 
controller. It's what a vast majority of 
our gamers will be playing on for the 
life of the console. 











In terms of Game Preview, the 
problem with Early Access and so on 
is that games released through those 
avenues can often leave a poor taste. 
Is the demo the answer to that? The 
alternative is a refund system. 

The demo is critical, and that's why 


"There are 
thousands of indie 
developers out 
there working on 
Xbox One and 
Windows games" 


we've made it part of the programme. 
It's also a curated list. We know the 
developers have a beginning-middle- 
end plan for the game that they're 
putting out into the service, and we're 
working with some established partners 
— | mean, you saw the names that 
were on stage; those are people that 
have been in this space for a while. 
But it's something that we're going to 
monitor and run. You don't just throw 
it out and ignore it. 
| think it's an interesting opportunity 
for gamers who care about getting 
close to the developer and close to 
the game early in the process. It's 
giving gamers choice. Just like we 
want to give them choice in what 
console they buy — they [can] buy 
it with Kinect, without Kinect, play 
360 games, Xbox One games - and 
now we're giving them a choice to 
engage with the indie community, 
which has been great for us. 

We had a great showing with our 
indies on stage — there are thousands 
of indie developers 
out there working on 
Xbox One games and 
Windows games now. 
ls something that can 
help them with funding 
as well; when they're 
looking at trying to 
take some feedback 
from the community, 
making sure they're 
building the right 
game, but also 
getting some funding 
to finish the game. 
So if we manage it well, | really think 
it can be win-win, and obviously 
managing it well is our plan. 








Is the parity clause dead now? 

| think so. There's this idea that's been 
named ‘parity clause’, but there is no 
clause. We've come out and been 
very transparent in the last four or five 
months about exactly what we want. 
If there's a developer who's building 
a game and they just can’t get the 
game done for both platforms — cool. 
We'll take a staggered release. 
We've done it before, and we'll work 
with them on that. If another platform 
does a deal with you as a developer 
o build an exclusive version of your 
game for them, and you can't ship on 
my platform for a year, when the game 
comes out in a year let's just work 
ogether to make it special in some 
way. People complained about that, 
but you did a deal with somebody 
else and you got paid for it and l'm 
happy — we do those same deals, 

so I'm not knocking you. It's going to 
be better for you, actually, because 








people don't want last year's game, 
they want something special and new. 


A couple of punches were swung 

at Sony during Microsoft's E3 
briefing. Where do you think you sit 
compared to the competition now? 
We're trying to say the truth about 
what our product is, and just make 

it clear to the people watching the 
show. | have a lot of respect for the 
eam at Sony and the success they've 
had with PS4, and it's a great time 

or the console industry. l've said this 
a few times, but four years ago when 
was sitting doing these interviews 

it was, "Do people need consoles 
any more?" and, "Isn't this just dead? 
Everybody's playing on their phone." 
And now you're looking at the PS4 
having sold over — | don't remember 
heir last number — but over 20 million. 
And we've sold a ton of Xbox Ones 
globally, more than we've sold 360s 
in the same period]. We're both 
doing really well, and | think Nintendo 
has a plan for the future — | don't know 
what the NX is, but it’s great just to 
see the business being done. 

We need to do better in Europe. 
When I look globally, mainland 
Europe is definitely an area we want 
o focus on. l'm excited about going 
o Gamescom at the beginning of 
August, having another press show 
where we're able to show games thot 
we didn't show here. So you're going 
o see brand new games, as well as 
obviously some repeats, but you're 
going to see Scalebound, Crackdown, 
Quantum Break from my friends at 
Remedy. From a product standpoint, 
like where we are. | think the team's 
doing a great job with the games and 
building a platform for gamers. 








Why do you think you've suffered 
in Europe? 

Sony does a really good job in 

those markets, and they have a long 
history — long before we were in this 
business — and they've earned the 
success that they get in those regions. 
| watch what they do because they 
do a lot of good things, and | want 
to make sure that we're being smart 
about succeeding. And there are 
places like Latin America where Xbox 
does really well, and in the US the 
numbers keep going back and forth — 
it's good competition which | think is 
good for everybody. 

Contentwise, though, I'm excited 
about this Forza, l'm excited about 
Tomb Raider, l'm excited about the 
new Rare game, Sea Of Thieves... 
And | think we can do more artful 
games that | have found resonate 
more. That's definitely a focus for us. 


indie chief Chris Charla there and gone 
in a flash, the focus was on the people 
making the games instead of those 
signing them. What odds, in any other 
year, would you have got on Sherida 
Halatoe — maker of artsy indie adventure 
Beyond Eyes — appearing on a Microsoft 
stage? Or Steve Gaynor from Gone 
Home developer The Fullbright Company 
showing off his lofi scifi game Tacoma? 
While it was a message crafted primarily 
for the players, its meaning would hardly 
have been lost on developers, either. 
Sony may have successfully positioned 
PS4 as the developer's console of choice, 
but Microsoft had far more creatives on 
its stage this year, with most of Sony's 
show presented by a parade of execs: 
Layden, Boyes, Yoshida, House, and a 


new face, SCEA brand marketing 
director Asad Gizibash. 

Indeed, looking beyond the obvious 
headlines, Sony's 2015 show was not 
unlike a Microsoft effort of yore. House 
even talked about TV, though his couple 
of minutes sketching out PlayStation Vue 
made a more compelling case for a 
console live-TV service than Microsoft 
managed in Xbox One's disastrous first 
12 months. The late-show prominence 
given to Black Ops Ill, a result of Sony 
securing the timed-exclusive DLC deal 
from Microsoft, was more about 
corporate bragging rights than anything 
else. COD's star seems to be fading, and 
it felt oddly positioned, its penultimate 
slot in the running order sandwiching it 
awkwardly between Uncharted 4 — 
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seen in here in more traditional bombastic 
form than at its PSX unveiling — and the 
wish fulfilment from earlier on. 


For PS4 owners, ihe rest of 2015 
feels undernourished. Just as it did last 
year with Destiny, Sony is positioning a 
thirdparty game as a firstparty one, 
though this time it's the dozen-orso 
people making No Man’s Sky, rather 
than the 500-strong team at Bungie, on 
whom PS4's hopes rest. In just three 
on-stage minutes, Hello Games’ Sean 
Murray did his best to explain how a 
game the size of the universe will 
function, the game's meagre allocation 
of time rather at odds with how Sony 
had positioned it on previous occasions. 
Yet that merely shows how Sony 
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ABOVE X marks the 
spot: Phil Spencer 
leads the charge for 
Microsoft at the 
company's E3 event. 
BELOW Celebrating 
Rare's 30th birthday, 
Rare Replay will offer 
30 of the company's 
games on one Xbox 
One disc for just £20. 
BELOW LEFT Forza 
Motorsport 6 was an 
inevitable showing at 
E3. Less expected was 
a personal appearance 
by Henry Ford III 
(sequel to the well- 
regarded Henry Ford Il), 
who was on hand to 
talk about the inclusion 
of the new Ford GT 
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has, once again, shown Microsoft how 
E3 should be done. This is no place for 
realists, with their facts and stuffy logic. 
It is the starting station of the hype train, 
and while Microsofts 2015 lineup 
trundled reliably along the commuter 
line, Sony's rolling stock shot off to the 
stars on a track made of rainbows. OK, 
Shenmue Ill isn't even Sony's, and the 
$2 million Kickstarter target it burst 
through in 12 hours is clearly nowhere 














near enough to fund Yu Suzuki's dream to 
completion. Yes, a CG 
Final Fantasy VII trailer tells 
us nothing about what 


While Microsoft's — ach 


caught the eye and sent what was, 
even by E3 standards, an uncommonly 
bloodthirsty audience wild with its 


array or gruesome 


melee finishers, this 


was ostensibly the Fallout 4 show. 


And what a show i 
exhaustive explana 


t was, a lengthy, 
tion of a game of 


vast geographical and mechanical 
scope that, unusually for E3, will be 
on shelves before the end of the year. 


While announcing 
of this type in such 
fea 





and releasing a game 
short order is some 

, Bethesda's greatest 
ievement could be in 


the game's collector's 


Square Enix — which hardly train trundled edition: a replica Pip-Boy 
leads the field in HD along, Sony's built to house an iPhone 
remasters — is actually running a companion app 
making. And no one would shot off to the hat mimics the in-game 


be surprised if The Last 
Guardian slipped back into 
development limbo. But 
who cares? They are still 
Shenmue Ill, FFVII Remake and The last 
Guardian, announced almost back to 
back in one of the most remarkable 

press conferences in E3 history. 

Such was its impact that it was easy to 
forget everything that had preceded it, 
especially given that things got going 
even earlier than usual this year. Bethesda 
kicked off proceedings with its firstever 
press conference at the Dolby Theater, 
home of the Oscars, on Sunday evening. 
While Doom's long-awaited unveiling 


stars on a track equ 
made of rainbows 
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ivalent. It's a smart 
ing together of two 
micky and disliked 


ures of modern-era 


videogames - the special-edition tat 
and the companion app - to form 
something that feels almost essential. 











Nintendo's Digital Event was 
heavy on charm and puppets but light 
on meaty announcements, focusing 
entirely on games without even a sniff 
of its forthcoming NX platform. 

First out of the gate was the Platinum- 
developed Star Fox Zero, its clean 
polygons and fastmoving combat looking 
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Mario Maker was 
Nintendo's game of 
the show, following 

its appearance at 

the Nintendo World 
Championships 2015 
just prior to E3, which 
saw Shigeru Miyamoto 
crowning the winner 











ike an updated Star Fox 64. Its cubist 
use of the GamePad to show the action 
rom two different viewpoints, along with 
he tiltcontrolled aiming, could be 
confusing, but show an understanding of 
he Wii U hardware and almost invite 
you to make spaceship noises as you 

ist the controller. 

Activision's walletbusting Skylanders 
ranchise also made an appearance, its 
SuperChargers incarnation potentially 
meaning more plastic statues for homes 
already stuffed with Amiibo (which 
turned up in the Mario Partylike Animal 
Crossing: Amiibo Festival for Wii U), 
while Koei Tecmo's Hyrule Warriors 
legends features almost as large a cast 
as it updates the Wii U game for 3DS. 

Fire Emblem, Shin Megami Tensei, 
Xenoblade, Metroid Prime: Federation 
Force, Mario Tennis and Mario & luigi: 
Paper Jam trailers all followed, before > 








DREAMS 


Publisher Sony Computer Entertainment 
Developer Media Molecule Format PS4 Release TBA 


Simultaneously tangible yet wonderfully enigmatic, 
Media Molecule’s latest work raised more questions 
than could be answered during its all-too-brief slot. 
It's a painterly world in which players collaborate to 
bring dreams to life, first sculpting then grabbing 
and moving characters like digital puppets. Is it 
more plaything than game? We'll learn more soon. 


RECORE 


Publisher Microsoft Studios Developer Armature Studio, 
Comcept Format Xbox One Release Spring 2016 


Curious to see a Microsoft debut trailer reference a 
Nintendo game, but "from the makers of Metroid 
Prime" is quite the attention-grabber. Keiji Inafune 
is in charge, with a CGI trailer suggesting an 
intriguing central mechanic, the game's female 
protagonist slotting energy cores into mechanical 
shells to create a variety of robotic allies. 
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FALLOUT 4 


Publisher Bethesda Softworks Developer Bethesda Game 
Studios Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release November 10 


After the greys, browns and sickly greens of Fallout 
3, Bethesda's constructing a more colourful brand 
of retro-futuristic apocalypse this time around. It's 
good to see a little more of the world before the 
bomb hits, too, plus base building, extensive 
weapon customisation, and a drastically improved 
thirdperson view. Only a few months to wait, too. 





DISHONORED 2 


Publisher Bethesda Softworks Developer Arkane Studios 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release TBA 


No in-game footage, alas, but a sharp, pretty 

CGI trailer offered an opportunity to appreciate 
Arkane's masterful art direction. This time we're in 
the boots of the first game's Emily Kaldwin, now an 
assassin with supernatural powers, including the 
ability to temporarily stop time and to summon a 
pair of smoky tendrils that recall The Darkness. 


UNCHARTED 4 


Publisher Sony Computer Entertainment 
Developer Naughty Dog Format P54 Release Q1 2016 


In a slick Sony show, who'd have guessed Naughty 
Dog's star would be the one to suffer stage fright? 
What followed a technical hitch was very much in 
the studio's wheelhouse, but also exhilarating: a 
chaotic shootout followed by a breakneck vehicular 
escape added up to a visually rich showcase that 
had other heavyweight developers at E3 perspiring. 


Even your insults are knockoffs! 
Get out before | rearrange your face! 


UNRAVEL 


Publisher Electronic Arts Developer Coldwood Interactive 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release TBA 


Martin Sahlin's heartfelt presentation of his studio's 
game was an E3 high point. Its physics-powered 
puzzle-platforming recalls a cuter, brighter Limbo, 
woven protagonist Yarny using a seemingly 
endless loose thread as a grapple, a bridge and a 
trampoline, hooking fish to pull wooden boats and 
flying leaf kites through blue Scandinavian skies. 





FOR HONOR 


Publisher Ubisoft Developer Ubisoft Montreal 
Format PC, PS4 Release TBA 


In which Vikings, knights and samurai duke it out 
in four-on-four medieval battles. It's not unlike a 
western Musou, albeit with more heft in its 
combat, as you hack past Al grunts on your way 
to one-on-one encounters against human players, 
where right-stick blocks and parries come into play. 
HUD clutter notwithstanding, a pleasant surprise. 


PAPER JAM 


Publisher Nintendo Developer AlphaDream 
Format 3DS Release Early 2016 


Surely the first game title to reference a printer 
malfunction, Paper Jam sees two of Nintendo's 
best-loved RPG series combine. AlphaDream’s prior 
effort, Dream Team Bros, was the worst in the 
Mario & Luigi series, but the arrival of Paper Mario 
seems to have invigorated the turn-based battles, 
with a series of inventive papercraft flourishes. 
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STAR FOX ZERO 


Publisher Nintendo Developer Platinum Games 
Format Wii U Release December 


It's perhaps not the spiritual successor to the N64 
game many craved, but Platinum might just give 
us the Star Fox we didn't know we wanted. It's 
hard to know whether to focus on the GamePad's 
cockpit view or the thirdperson-perspective image 
on the TV, but we can't wait to spend more time 
with the Arwing's robot-chicken form. 
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HALO 5: 
GUARDIANS 


Publisher Microsoft Studios Developer 343 Industries 
Format Xbox One Release October 27 


Among all of Microsoft's considerable substance, 
there was little more substantial than the game 
it's hoping will shift consoles this winter. A co-op 
campaign is joined by Warzone, a multiplayer 
mode which offers chaotic 12-a-side PvP meets 
PvE action, with red and blue Spartans battling 
each other and an army of Al Prometheans. 


GEARS 4 


Publisher Microsoft Studios Developer The Coalition 
Format Xbox One Release Q4 2016 


Microsoft's diversity drive saw it drop 'Of War' from 
the title, but this squintingly dark demo was still 
recognisably Gears. Collapsing masonry and the 
effects of a nearby squall made for a decent 
showcase for Unreal Engine 4, as a male-and- 
female COG duo ill-advisedly took on a trio of 
beasts offering a surfeit of teeth and tongues. 





SEA OF THIEVES 


Publisher Microsoft Studios Developer Rare 
Format Xbox One Release Q4 2016 


Adding a welcome splash of colour to the Xbox 
briefing, Rare's new game was distinctly lacking 

in Kinect gimmickry. Studio head Craig Duncan 
described it as Rare's most ambitious game by far, 
before revealing a shared-world piratical adventure 
which looked very promising: like a firstperson 
MMOG spliced with Assassin's Creed: Black Flag. 





DOOM 


Publisher Bethesda Softworks Developer Id Software 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release Q1/2 2016 


Id's new Doom is in many ways like Id's old Doom, 
though the capabilities of Id Tech 6 makes the 
splatter that much messier. It's an almost fetishistic 
celebration of guns and grue: a slew of context- 
sensitive kills drew whoops from the watching 
crowd, as our hero turned every weapon over 

in his hands as if examining a precious artefact. 





CALL OF DUTY: 
BLACK OPS Ill 


Publisher Activision Developer Treyarch 
Format 360, PC, PS3, PS4, Xbox One Release November 6 


A new COD at a Sony conference is a significant 
moment indeed - less so for the sweetener of 
timed-exclusive maps for PS4 owners, more the 
changing of the guard it represents. There's more 
than a hint of Titanfall in its wall-running, double- 
jumping gymnastics, delivered with a level of 
assuredness that is more or less guaranteed. 


HITMAN 


Publisher Square Enix Developer lo-Interactive 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release December 8 


Assassination as a service? Agent 47's latest is a 
game that will expand over time, with a world of 
online players taking on and sharing contracts, 
including limited-time, one-chance-only hits. 

A greater freedom of approach is promised, 
illustrated by two hits on the same oligarch — one 
brutal, one discreet — though that's hardly new. 





GHOST RECON 
WILDLANDS 


Publisher/developer Ubisoft 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release TBA 


This Ghost Recon is about options. While the 
opportunity to go in loud isn't the squad's usual 
style, the freedom to plan multiplayer ops across 

an open world necessitates a more flexible outlook. 
Tight, stealthily play still seems the more rewarding, 
though we may be glad of all those fancy melee 
animations when a mission starts going sideways. 


TOM CLANCY'S 
THE DIVISION 


Publisher Ubisoft Developer Ubisoft Massive 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release March 8 


A contaminated Dark Zone in Manhattan hosts 
a new PvP mode in Ubi's open-world RPG. You 
can team up with other players, shoot them to 
steal their loot, or both. Betrayal is hardly a 

new mechanic, and the scripted voice chat was 
unconvincing, but otherwise this much-delayed 
game finally seems to be coming together. 
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MASS EFFECT 
ANDROMEDA 


Publisher Electronic Arts Developer BioWare 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Release Q4 2016 


Given the response to Mass Effect 3's ending, you 
can forgive BioWare for wanting to explore a galaxy 
far, far away. No Shepard, then, but the Mako's 
back, this time powered up for speedier surface 
exploration. A ‘visual target’ trailer shows what the 
studio’s aiming for; the DICE-crafted Frostbite 3 
engine should ensure it doesn't fall far short. 


ending on a high with Super Mario 
Maker, Wii U's DIY platform-game 
package that makes level creation a 
joy and lets you share your creations. 
With not even a glimpse of Wii U/NX 
Zelda to show, however, the Nintendo 
E3 experience ultimately felt like it was 
missing a piece of the jigsaw. 

If Square Enix's press event lacked the 
glitz of a Sony blowout, it 
at least had its own raft of 
promising-looking games 
to talk about, offering looks 
at Deus Ex: Mankind 
Divided, the new Hitman, 


E3 2015 was 
the work of a 
confident industry 


with a touch of Mass Effect, a bit more of 
the promising Mirrors Edge Catalyst, and 
an awtul lot of the stunning Star Wars 
Battlefront. Plus football legend Pelé. 
Ubisoft, meanwhile, had R&B star 
Jason Derulo, a fact seemingly lost on 
the unfortunate audience member who 
excitedly screamed “Usher!” when Derulo 
appeared on stage to sing and thrust and 
enthuse about Just Dance 
2016. Ubisoft's E3 
formula, like its approach 
to open-world game 
design, has become so 
formulaic that its climactic 


Final Fantasy XV, and a in a console annual surprise is no longer 
new Nier project from the eneration finall a surprise. Ghost Recon 
hard-working Platinum g . y Wildlands looks more like 
Games with some splendid 1N full SWING a cheery blend of Far Cry 


misty forest concept art but 

little else. After a few years on the 
sidelines — last year it maintained its 
cavernous booth space but filled it with 
next to nothing, one vast cinema screen 
running a looped trailer of Theatrhythm 
Final Fantasy Curtain Call — the company 


seems very much back in the big leagues. 


EA did what EA does best, making 
those assembled sit through dreary 
updates on its sports and mobile efforts 
in the hope of a glimpse of the good 
stuff. It was just about worth the wait, 


and Just Cause than the 
latest in a series known for its tech-heavy 
tactical warfare, but will no doubt feature 
a suite of the design motifs that carry 
through so many of Ubisoft's productions. 

What stood out more about the 

company’s conference was long-overdue 
recognition of the need for some diversity. 
Rainbow Six Siege, like most big games, 
is being made by a largely male team, 
but it was introduced by compere Aisha 
Tyler, preceded by a chat with actress 
Angela Bassett, and its demo kicked off 
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by a female community developer. There 
were women and people of colour both 
on stage and the screen behind it as 
Ubisoft sought both to make up for past 
mistakes and move itself and the industry 
forward. It was a trend that was 
noticeable throughout E3 as a whole, in 
fact, presenting an image of videogames 
that looked quite unlike the picture that 
has been projected so far and wide by 
E3 since its inception in 1995. 

Overall, E3 2015 was the work of an 
industry brimming with confidence and 
working in a console generation that is 
finally in full swing. 360 and PS3 are 
now considered retro consoles, vehicles 
for free features and paid services rather 
than holding back Xbox One and PS4 
games from their true potential. Sony may 
have won the main event at a magical 
unicorn's canter, but that isn't to say 
Microsoft lost; both existing and potential 
Xbox One owners left with plenty of 
reasons to be cheerful, while Nintendo's 
and the thidparty conferences yielded 
bumper crops of games worth getting 
excited about. They told us consoles 
were on the way out; they said E3 was 
growing steadily irrelevant. Ryo Hazuki, 
Cloud Strife and a big flying catmouse 
thing are at the head of the pack out to 
show them that they're wrong. 








If you look carefully 
enough, you can just 
about make out one of 
Edge's correspondents 
in the process of 
regretting his decision 
to sleep for only one of 
the previous 24 hours 


Starbreeze's StarVR HMD was 

a surprise announcement at E3, 
and is aimed at the high-end 
consumer, offering a 210-degree 
field of view, plus incredible 
resolution. Its Walking Dead 
demo is certainly convincing 
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Out of this world 


Rift becomes consumerready, Half Moon and Vive address 
control issues, and RIGS defies the rules: VR moves forward 


he rate of techno! 


ogical change within 


the field of virtual reality right now is 
dizzying, a torrent of innovations and 
competitors rushing in to claim a share 
of the emerging market. Most recently, 
HTC and Valve snaffled up attention and 
column inches with their astonishing Vive 
prototype, but Oculus has just responded 
in kind with its retaitready CV1. 

The new headset retains a familiar 
form, but makes the DK1 model and its 
screen-door display look archaic by 
comparison. The CV1 unit's clean lines 
are appealingly tidy, and the redesigned, 
partially rubberised strap is far more 
sophisticated than the harnesses that 
adorned its predecessors. The difference 
is instantly obvious when you put the 
unit on, surprising with its lightness and 
comfort. The headset has removable 
headphones, a resolution of 2160x1200 
and makes use of Oculus's Constellation 
positional tracking system. The result is 
a device that feels so natural, you can 
almost forget it's there. Head tracking 
eels one-to-one, and we feel no nausea 
or disorientation during our time with it. 








All of this does much to recommend 
he device, which will go on sale bundled 
with an Xbox 360 pad at some point in 
he first quarter of next year. But when it's 
combined with Oculus Touch controllers, 
he experience is revelatory. Functioning 
in a similar way to Vive's controllers, the 
Half Moon prototypes we try are tracked 
by the Constellation system and provide 





all manner of options for interacting 
directly with a virtual world. 

After suiting up, the Toybox demo 
begins with us standing in front of a table 
covered in objects, including building 
bricks, toy tanks, robots, and some table 
tennis paddles. Our virtual hands glow > 





SUITABLE FOR 
CONSUMPTION 
Oculus's CV1 model is 
far lighter than past 
development kits, and 
more comfortable. The 
headset itself @ holds 
two screens, allowing 
for greater adjustment 
to suit its wearer's 
inter-pupillary distance, 
and those displays are 
now seen through 
Fresnel lenses. Optical 
quality in HMDs is 
about more than 
resolution, with 
distortions corrected 
in software, but the 
screens are offering 
2160x1200. And the 
clip-on headphones are 
removable so that you 
can substitute your 
own. The unit and 

the new controllers 
are tracked by an IR 
system that's dubbed 
Constellation, with a 
custom sensor @ and 
IR LEDs hidden behind 
fabric on the headset. 
And head tracking is 
also supported by an 
inertial measurement 
unit in the HMD. While 
not bundled by default 
with the CV1 headset, 
nor expected to be 
ready for its Q1 launch, 
the Oculus Touch @ 
controllers are a 
radical step forward 
for naturalism of 
control in virtual 
reality environments, 
similar to Vive's wands. 
The Half Moons are 
cable-free and each 
unit of the pair sports 
two buttons, a single 
analogue stick and a 
trigger. The controllers 
can also deliver haptic 
feedback. Finally, the 
Home screen @ floats 
inside a simulation of 
a room, and offers a 
tiled approach to 
navigating software 
that evokes Windows. 








19 


KNOWLEDGE 
VR 





blue in front of us and react with uncanny 
accuracy to our movements, leaving a 
trail of sparkling blue particles in their 
wake. The Half Moon controllers register 
a lift of the thumb from the analogue stick 
on their top, allowing us to show our 
virtual approval, and to point we can 
extend an index finger from the trigger 
that sits on their front. We're talked 
through this by Alex, a woman standing 
across the table from us — represented by 
a floating blue head and hands - and 
using a Rift setup in a different room. 
Sharing a virtual space with another 
human being, playfully pointing gun 
hands at each other, feels like a huge 
step towards realising the promise of 
this technology, and that's before we 
even get to the table full of toys. 

By squeezing the triggers we can 
grab items, and toss them from hand to 
hand or even over to Alex. 





Riftdwarting resolution of 5120x1440. 


The first demons 
new prototype c 


ration of this powerful 
omes in the form of a 


spin on Overkill’s The Walking Dead 


game. Entering 
in a wheelchair, 
of a hospital as 
juggle fighting b 


he body of a character 

we're slowly pushed out 
o NPCs attempt to 

ack the encroaching 





walker horde wi 


h the effort of 


manoeuvring our heavy chair. Halfway 
hrough the demo, one of the characters 
hands us a shotgun (and at the same 
ime, we're handed a real peripheral 
hat's being tracked by the same camera 
rained on our headset], before they 
suggest that we start popping heads. 

It's fantastic, macabre fun given a 
horrendous thread of tension by the 
conceit of our reliance on a wheelchair. 
And while the image flickered a little 
during our demo, the sense of presence 
was undeniable — we 





We build a tower of bricks “\We need to be couldn't help but lift the gun 


ogether, play ping pong 


out of the way of virtual 


and accidentally break a there and compete tables and door frames 
oy robot. Then the scene — with all the others as we passed by them. 





FROM TOP The current incarnations of Oculus CV1, StarVR and Project Morpheus 
headsets. At the moment, it seems as though CV1 will the first to market among 
the three, but HTC and Valve's Vive is still targeting a "holiday 2015" release 
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changes and we play with 


licked-open virtual Zippo 





a shooting gallery to use 

slingshots, toy shuriken and some 
'5Osstyle rayguns to devastate a 
selection of fragile gnomes, statues and a 
procession of glass rabbits. As a window 
through which to interact with virtual 
worlds, the combination of CV1 and 
Oculus Touch is the least clouded yet. But 
it may not stay that way for long: tech in 
VR is advancing quickly, and E3 saw the 
emergence of yet another competitor. 





Starbreeze Studios, creator of 
The Darkness, entered an increasingly 
packed market with Star VR. The product 
of the studio's acquisition of French VR 
company InfinitEye, StarVR's headline 
specs are a strong statement of intent: the 
HMD offers a 210-degree field of view, 
compared to Oculus's 100 degrees, and 
dual 5.5-inch Quad HD panels with a 


It's a powerful 





sparklers and fireworks, in order to bring demonstration of StarVR's 
which Alex ignites witha — VR to where it’s capabilities, but the 


awkward question of 


ighter. After that, it's on to supposed to be" whether we need another 


headset, and why 
Starbreeze needs to make it, remains. 
"We need to be there and compete with 
all the others in order to bring VR to 
where it's supposed to be, because VR is 
the future of gaming," Starbreeze CEO 
Bo Andersson Klint tells us. "We're an 
old European game developer, and now 
we're now also a hardware manufacturer. 
And that's so exciting, because there's no 
middleman. We can create experiences 
catered to this helmet, and that offers 
opportunities that might take [VR] to 
a different level.” 

David Adams, president of Gunfire 
Games, which is currently busy putting 
the finishing touches to Rift game 
Chronos, agrees that the more devices 
there are while VR gets established, the 
better it is for everybody: "At some point, 
[VR] will standardise, just like everything 




















A selection of Morpheus E3 games (clockwise from top left): EVE Valkyrie's dogfighting relies heavily on fluid head tracking; Super Hypercube is a puzzle game that 
asks you to orientate cubes to fit through apertures in an oncoming ‘wall’; Summer Lesson is a Tekken Project tech demo to showcase character interaction; eSport 
FPS-basketball game RIGS; rollercoaster racer Trackmania Turbo; the Playroom VR demo sees a Godzilla-like headset player trying to headbutt DS4-wielding friends 


else does, right? But you see the rate of 
change right now, which is great, and 
you don't want to mess with that — you 
want it to keep changing and changing, 
because there's just so much cool stuff 
coming out of it. But at some point, that 
will stabilise and costs will come down, 
and that stuff will just solve itself." 


Meanwhile, Sony's Morpheus 
project continues to expand in new 
directions. Guerilla’s FPS-meets-basketball 
hybrid RIGS offers a starkly contrasting 
experience to the sedentary, wheelchair- 
bound escape from the undead. Current 
VR thinking would suggest that a fast 
moving FPS shouldn't work in an HMD, 


but Guerrilla has defied established logic. 


"We've heard many, many times 
people saying, ‘You can't do this, you 


can't do that — this is an impossible 
challenge," Guerrilla Cambridge game 
director Piers Jackson tells us. "But VR is 
an emerging technology and Morpheus is 
right at the front of it, and we wanted a 
game that used our expertise at Guerrilla 
and put it into virtual reality. That was the 
challenge we set ourselves." 

The three-on-three sports game sees 
you pilot a rig, a sporty bipedal mech, 
while trying to score points by either 
destroying opposition rigs or leaping 
through a central goal after charging up 
your overdrive. Strafing, jumping and 
special powers are mapped to the 
DualShock, while your rig's aiming and 
steering and handled by Morpheus. After 
a moment of acclimatisation, the initially 
odd setup becomes delightfully intuitive, 
and the moment you score your first goal, 
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the crowd going wild, is memorable 
indeed. We felt a little nauseous after 
the match, but that may well be down 
to the short demo and lack of time to 


acclimatise to the fast pace of the game. 


Whatever the reason, it did little to dull 
the sense of excitement at having 
experienced something that feels 
unlike anything that has gone before. 
VR's advance to market continues 
apace, amid an unchecked rush o 
fractured technologies and ideas. It's 
still rough-hewn, and certainly in its 
infancy, but the promised revolution 
is starting to take shape. It's not yet clear 
that consumers will be prepared to pay 
the entry cost — not least because no 
hardware manufacturer is ready to talk 
pricing — but virtual reality seems like 
being far from a passing fad. B 
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KNOWLEDGE 
TALK/ARCADE 


Soundbytes 


Game commentary in snacksized mouthtuls 





"As far as stupid 
gimmicks go, 

I chose 

the best 
fucking one. 


If Bethesda's Todd Howard wants to create a reaHife 
Pip-Boy sleeve into which you can place your iPhone to 
heighten the Fallout 4 experience, we won't stop him 


LA 








“Thank you for 
watching. We take 
opinions of this year’s 


“We are trying 
to put our emphasis 
on [being] the 


forward-looking, Digital Event seriously 
socially and will work 
connected to meet your 
console.” expectations.” 


Nintendo's Satoru Iwata 
addresses fan reaction to 
the company's E3 showing — 
possibly through gritted teeth 


Sony's Jim Ryan doesn't need 
backwards compatibility. He 
probably won't be playing 
FFVII or Shenmue Ill, either 








"It's still a going concern. 
More creators than 
you might expect 
are now engaging 

with Kinect." 


Despite being all but ignored during the company's E3 event, Xbox One's 
motion controller is on the up, according to Microsoft's Shannon Loftis 
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ARCADE 
WATCH 


Keeping an eye on the 
coin-op gaming scene 





Game Star Wars: Battle Pod 
Manufacturer Bandai Namco 


Waiting for the console port of a 
cherished arcade game used to be 
a big deal. Nowadays, though, the 
games you play at home are more 
likely to find their way to arcades 
instead — Flappy Bird included. So 
Bandai Namco is attempting to 
reignite the excitement with a 
more full-on approach. Star Wars: 
Battle Pod would feel flat without 
its air jets, wraparound screen 
and cradling cockpit, so the 
company is skipping a console 
iteration and offering home 
versions of the actual cabinet. 
You'll have to drop a whole 
lot more than the £45 the Saturn 
version of Sega Rally set you back, 
however: the standard version of 
Battle Pod clocks in at $35,000 (or 
£24,000 in the UK) — and that's 
before delivery costs. If you really 
want to splash out, there's also a 
built-to-order Premium Edition, 
which comes in either a Rebel 
Alliance or Darth Vader design, 
sports an engraved plate featuring 
your name next to the machine's 
serial number, and offers — yes! — 
"exclusive carpeting". In addition, 
you'll receive a specially bound 
owner's manual and even have 
your name included in the game's 
credits. How much for all this? 
A Kanye West-friendly $100,000. 
If these prices are out of reach, 
Bandai Namco has responded to 
the cabinet's popularity with a 
locator tool on its official website 
(www.starwarsbattlepod.com), 
giving you the opportunity to 
track down a local one and play 
it until your pockets run dry. 





HEY YOU! 


GOT DANGEROUS NEW IDEAS? 





PLOVROeVen 


www.playraven.com/jot 





KNOWLEDGE 
FAVOURITES 


My Favourite Game 
Ernest Cline 


The Ready Player One and Armada author on how videogames 
have influenced his writing, and hanging out in rubbish dumps 


he last time we saw Ernest Cline, 

he was driving his custom Delorean 
DMC-12 across America to attend the 
excavation of Atari's New Mexico landfill 
in Zak Penn documentary Atari: Game 
Over. Today, the author of Ready Player 
One is at home and shielded from dust 
storms, but classic videogames are still 
very much in his thoughts. 


Where did the idea for Ready Player 
One come from? 

They tell you to write what you know, and 
to write the story you've always wanted 
to read. | grew up loving adventure 
stories, especially space adventure stories 
like Heinlein's Have Space Suit - Will 
Travel. Being five years old just when Star 
Wars and Atari 2600 came out, | had a 
really low-res 8bit spaceship simulator in 
my living room. | could pretend | was 
blowing up space invaders or asteroids, 
or | could be going on an adventure to 
slay dragons - that was all part of my 
youth. Videogames, books and movies: 
those three things built my whole world 
and imagination. So once | started to 
write stories, | wanted to weave pop 
culture in, and the idea of, ‘What if Willy 
Wonka had been a videogame designer, 
and had his golden ticket contest inside 
his greatest game creation?’ came from 
growing up playing those old Atari 
games and finding Easter eggs that 
creators had hidden inside the games. 


Which Easter eggs have stuck with you? 
The first two that really blew my mind 
were, | think, the first two in existence: 
Warren Robinett hiding his name in the 
secret room in Adventure, and the flower 
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PAPERBACK TO 
THE FUTURE 
Before turning his 
attention to writing 
novels, Cline wrote 
poetry — which he 
would also perform, 
becoming the Austin 
Poetry Slam champ in 
1998 and 2001 — and 
screenplays (most 
notably for 2009 
movie Fanboys). In 
2010, he found himself 
at the centre of a 
publishing bidding war 
for his first novel, 
Ready Player One, the 
film rights for which 
were sold to Warner 
Bros just a day later. 
Cline's second novel, 
Armada, will be 
released on July 14; 
again, he's sold the 
film rights up front — 
this time to Universal. 


ARMADA 


READY PLAYER ONE 


Â 
PY 





in ET: The Extra-Terrestrial. Adventure was 
like the first graphical videogame, | think, 
where you had an avatar. It was just a 
square, but you could pick up a sword 
and move from room to room. He was 
trying to recreate Colossal Cave with 
graphics, and he did it. It was this huge 
accomplishment. Then he realised he 
wasn't going to get credit, because Atari 
didn't give credit to any designers. It's so 
cool — he created this virtual world and 
then created a room inside it, and hid 
himself in that room. ET is much maligned 
as the worst game of all time, but it's 

one of my favourites, because it was 
one of the first games that 
referenced other games. If 
you find the geranium and 
have ET regenerated, then 
the flower will turn into Yar 
from Yar's Revenge. If you 
repeat the process, it turns 
into Indiana Jones. 











You attended the 

Alamogordo dig. How did you feel 
when the copies of ET were unearthed? 
t was so great. That's one of the few 
hings in the world that | think | deserve — 
am an expert in old Atari games, and if 
was going to be a talking head in a 
documentary and know what | was 
alking about, then that would be the 
subject matter! | collected them for years, 
immersed myself in the culture. | knew 
hose games were there. I'd seen enough 
of the clues... | knew if they were digging 
in the right spot, then we would find 
hem, and it was just a perfect storm of 
events. Microsoft had just started its 
competing Nettflixstyle service, which 














“It makes me 
feel like Arthur 
C Clarke must 
have when 
Stanley Kubrick 
made 2001” 


went under but existed long enough for 
them to spend millions of dollars to dig a 
hole in the desert for this documentary. 


Do you feel like Spielberg making a 
movie of your book is a return to the 
days of films like The Last Starfighter? 

| couldn't have written Ready Player One 
if | didn't grow up watching Spielberg 
movies; | still can't believe that he's 
directing Ready Player One. But he's 
never done a videogame or virtual reality 
movie. | think that's what got him the most 
excited — he's getting to make a virtual 
reality movie right at the dawn of VR. 
Cinema and videogames 
are about to change 
because of virtual reality — 
we'll no longer be 
experiencing them through 
the letterbox of a computer 
screen any more. That 
Steven Spielberg is 
making a virtual reality 
movie is going to change 
the course of human history as far as 
virtual reality goes. It makes me feel like 
Arthur C Clarke must have when Stanley 
Kubrick made 2001. 


Which game do you cherish the most? 
Black Tiger: the cabinet right here beside 
me. That game was in my home town — 
there was one at the university and one 
at the bowling alley. You had to wait in 
line to play it, and it was usually my 
friends | had to wait behind. We all got 
so good we could beat it on one quarter. 
You could escape your life, go raid this 
dungeon, be like Conan The Barbarian 
for two hours, and it was a quarter. BI 
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WEBSITE 
Cat & Fish 
jonroru.tumblr.com 

Gods Will Be Watching lead 
pixel artist Jonathan Romero 
Ruiz is a prolific animator, one 
With a penchant for fantasy 
videogame demakes. One 
recent GIF is a garish vision of 
what the high-gloss world of 
Splatoon might have looked 
like in SNES form (pretty good, 
as it happens), and there are 
plenty of other examples on 
his Cat&Fish tumblr, such as 
an adorably tense pixel spin 
on Alien: Isolation and a 
clunking Titanfall mech entry 
animation. Romero Ruiz also 
whips up 8bit homages to 
movies and TV shows, with 
highlights including riffs on 
True Detective, Looper and 
The Interview. Dig a little 
deeper and you'll also find 
illustrations and comic-book 
panels. Colourful and darkly 
humorous, it's well worth 
spending some time trawling 
through Romero Ruiz's 
stylishly surreal output. 





VIDEO 


Racing for Rupees 
bit.ly/1eqUXEz 

Animator Callegos Yavolitak 
has used Valve's Source 
Filmmaker tool, along with 
Sony Vegas and GIMP, to 
create a beautifully animated, 
richly detailed short film 
documenting Link's sociopathy. 
As the film opens, Link's 
wooden shield burns to ash in 
his hands while he rests on a 
public bench in Hyrule. The 
mishap leads to a trip to the 
shield merchant, but Link's 
wallet isn't deep enough to 
afford that model with the 
fetching blue, red and silver 
Triforce design. So begins a 
campaign of wanton pot 
destruction, shooting-gallery 
foul play and even a spot 

of grave robbery. 





WEB GAME 


Twenty 
twenty.frenchguys.net 
Stephen French has gone 17 
better than Threes (although 
still someway short of 2048) 
with his new free web game 
(also available on mobiles), 
Twenty. Based on the same 
numbered-card-combining 
setup of those games, French's 
effort differs in that his panels 
only ever increase their value 
by one and can be freely 
moved about the board. A new 
row is added every time the 
timer clicks down or there are 
no possible combinations, and 
the goal is simply to reach the 
titular number. It seems a 
simple task, but as the board 
gets busier and the number of 
cards increases, things get 
hectic. You might have to 
move cards out of the way to 
get the one you need, and 
later on some cards are linked 
together by a bond that can 
only be broken by matching 
one of the pair, making 
manoeuvring even harder. 









THIS MONTH ON EDG 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 


CONTROLLER 


Elite Controller 

www.tinyurl.com/elitexbox 

Cash left over after the Xbox One price cut? Maybe you'd like 
to drop the cost of three new games on an Elite Controller, a 
gamepad aimed at the pro market. It feels luxurious — and at 
£130, you'd hope so — with a matte top surface and rubberised 
underside making it a more pleasant fit in the hands than the 
standard model. It ships with multiple variants of sticks and 
buttons, which are easily swapped out via their magnetised 
mountings, while four new inputs sit beneath the middle and 
ring fingers on the controller's underside. The function of those, 
and every button on the pad, can be redefined (and saved to 
one of two on-board profiles), and you can switch between two 
lengths of travel on each of the triggers. Yes, it's pricey, but our 
sessions with Forza Motorsport 6 and Killer Instinct so far 
prove that this Elite option offers function as well as form. 


Transfusion 
We're all dungeoned 
out in Bloodborne, 
so bring on that DLC 


Martin Sahlin 
Within five minutes, the 
Unravel man went from 

unknown to E3 hero 


Witch font? 
CD Projekt Red finally 
sees fit to enlarge The 


k cS = Witcher Ils tiny text 
d 9 Into the light 
J Dads Of Destiny wave 


goodbye to a fallen hero 


E 


e 
quit 
Hammer falls 
So long, Christopher 


Lee. We'll always have 
Lego The Hobbit 


Samantha Ryan 

At EA's E3 briefing: 
“Let's talk about mobile." 
Actually, les not 


Finite, after all 

Turbine’s DC MOBA 
Infinite Crisis to close 
after just five months 


Duscae dawn 
A 3.4GB patch for 
the FFXV demo? 


TWEETS 


If we ban 30k and unban 20 for making 
videos that are seen by a lot of people, 
and they apologize... I'll take it. 

John Smedley @j_smedley 

President, Daybreak Game Company 












Dream job: just going round putting 
WD40 on stuff. 

Ricky Haggett @KommanderKlobb 
Co-founder, Honeyslug 





Just saw a guy sending Apple Watch 
iMessages via Siri then using his lower 
lip to hit buttons... while peeing. 
Should be an Apple commercial. 

Eli Hodapp @hodapp 

Editor in chief, Touch Arcade 










If you're making a game and it has crates 
with items in STOP NOW, BACK AWAY 
FROM THE COMPUTER. Rummaging 
through bins in games is shit. 

Dan Marshall @danthat 

Creator, The Swindle 














GAMES! 


Want to make games 
for a living? 


c dE NE EE 
ž | 


"xol Look no further than 


Abertay University 


Abertay University created the world’s first Computer Games 
Technology degree and is a world leader in the teaching of art, 
audio, design and programming for the games industry. 


Abertay University taught the creator of Grand Theft Auto, and is 
ranked in the world’s top 25 universities to study game design by 
the Princeton Review. 


What will you create with an Abertay degree? 


The University of Abertay Dundee is a charity registered in Scotland, No: SC016040. 


www.abertay.ac.uk 


01382 308080 
sro@abertay.ac.uk 


facebook.com/abertayuni 
twitter.com/abertayuni 


An accredited Skillset Media Academy and the 
designated Scottish Centre for Excellence in 
Computer Games Development 
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Dialogue 

Send your views, using 
'Dialogue' as the subject 
line, to edge@futurenet.com. 
Our letter of the month 

wins a New Nintendo 

3DS XL, supplied by 

the Nintendo UK store 
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You can't find me in the club 
The Internet brought a new era to the 
videogame industry, not only in terms of 
connectivity between players, but also in the 
birth of a new business model that I am not 
particularly a fan of. I’m not here to tackle 
the physical-versus-digital debate, but to 
talk about something that, as a videogame 
collector, worries me a lot. 

Iam a big fan of arcade games, and today 
Irandomly remembered the existence of a 
game released by Konami called GTi Club, 
which I meant to buy a long time ago but 
had forgotten about. 

Ilove arcade racing games, and GTi Club 
is everything you could want from the genre. 
Iimmediately started 
searching for it on the 
PlayStation Store but, to my 
surprise, I found no results. 

I used different search terms, 


been removed from the store. 
Although this is no triple-A 


“If your game 
is remembered 


but soon realised the game had only for that one 
moment, is it 


commit to them. Deep inside, I know that 
sooner or later I will not be able to access 
the games I bought digitally. Who are they 
trying to fool? Do players really think their 
games will be available 20 years from now? 
The only way to keep them for as long as 
you want is by having a physical copy of the 
game, which increasingly isn’t an option. 
However, that led me to think about this 
in a whole new way. As soon as I realised 
GTi Club was no longer officially available, 
I started to look for ways of jailbreaking my 
PS3. But this is not me. I am no pirate. I will 
not say I’ve never done it. I have, and I still 
do sometimes. I do it because I can’t afford 
to buy every game, and I’m tired of all the 
pre-release hype trains and 
broken promises, so I do it to 
see if a game is worth buying. 
If it is, then I will add it to my 
collection. So is piracy the only 
solution to my problem? Is this 
the only way to save games like 
GTi Club from oblivion? Does 


game like Uncharted 4 or really worth that make piracy wrong? Or the 
The Witcher III, it is a game b . Qu light at the end of the tunnel? 
nevertheless, and that means remembering’ I do think about the people 


there were people who 
certainly worked very hard to bring the 
game to the PS3, only for it to be removed. 
Deleted forever. No longer accessible for 
generations to come. 

It’s becoming a trend. Publishers say 
this happens due to licences expiring, and 
I believe them. But doesn’t this expose 
how fragile the digital era is? People say 
publishers can always renew the licence and 
put a game back on the store, but we all 
know that won’t happen. Certainly not for 
a game like GTi Club. 

So, how is this fair for me? Is it fair that 
I will not be able enjoy a game just because I 
missed the small window of its availability? 
Videogame history is being erased thanks to 
this new business model, and people need to 
start thinking about it before it is too late. 

Digital-only releases are common 
nowadays, but it is still hard for me to 


who have developed the game, 
and I feel sad because they’re not getting 
paid for their work. However, I look at this 
as preserving their work for generations to 
come. I often put myself in the developers’ 
shoes and wonder what I would feel if 
someone could not legally play a game that 
Thad created. I can’t speak for them, but 
I do know this: I would rather have people 
download a game illegally than have it be 
forgotten forever. 
Bruno Sirgado 


MAME?’s success suggests it will be 
emulation, rather than piracy per se, that 
saves old games from extinction, but it's 

a sorry state of affairs when you can't 
through legitimate means buy a game that's 
less than a decade old. There are digital 
games aplenty on the eShop, but your New 
3DS XL has lots of boxed releases, too. 


Defensible content 
In response to ‘Downloadable discontent’ 
(E280), it's worth pointing out that 
microtransactions and DLC represent 
nothing more than good old-fashioned price 
discrimination. Until recently, the industry 
didn't have the digital infrastructure to 
make it possible — and now it does. At such 
a relatively early stage of implementing 
such practices within the industry, 
shouldn't we expect them to be fairly 
rudimentary in application? And that, over 
time, the laziest forms will be eliminated 
as consumers get wise to them? 

There are actually some positives to 
be gleaned from the discontent. From a 
business perspective, DLC is good for 
cashflow and lengthens the product lifespan, 
strengthening IP. Such conditions are 
conducive to taking on more risk, being 
more innovative, and giving greater choice 
to players, something Dan Marshall alluded 
to in your article. So DLC needn't be an evil 
— and, like it or not, it's the future of all 
games. Cliff Bleszinski seems to set out the 
model for the future with BlueStreak: to not 
do ‘pay to win’ and to be able to take down, 
as he puts it, the trust-fund kid without 
spending a penny; making transactions 
something that actually enrich the 
experience, rather than individually 
empower. Let's hope he gets it right. 
Ralph Mould 


If he doesn't, he wouldn't be the first to 
promise an ethical interpretation of F2P 

and then release a markedly different final 
product, but you're right that issues will 
even out over time. That's our hope, at least. 
Until then, we have to ignore the worst, and 
bank on publishers seeing what isn't working. 


Nipped in the "bud 


In E280, Ian Bogost argued that in games, 
narrative spoilers can be a kind of acid test 
for quality. I think that this holds true for 
other media as well, but it's games that 
exploit it the most. Look at classic films. 


The magic of one of the all-time greats, 
Citizen Kane, lies partially in its ending 
shot. It's a little revelation, and it's key not 
only to the film's opening mystery but to 
understanding the title character. I watched 
the film for the first time already knowing 
what that shot contains. That knowledge 
didn't ruin it for me; it enriched my 
experience while sacrificing a brief moment 
of surprise. It's a testament to just how 
good the whole film really is, and, whether 
the final scene is spoiled or not, the 
preceding two hours are amazing. 
BioShock, with its shocking ‘Would you 
kindly...’ twist, works in the same way. It 
changes the way you perceive the work, but 
doesn't diminish its overall quality. Were 
BioShock not such an alluring and solidly 
crafted shooter, most players would never 
make it to the smart plot twist near the 
end. Nor would its meta-meaning resonate 
for them with such power. Too often, devs 
want to shock and surprise players because 
it's a relatively easy way to make a game 
stand out above the rest, if only for one 
moment during dozens of hours of 
gameplay. Thus, it becomes crucial to 
keep plot points a secret. But if your game 
is remembered only for that one moment, 
is it really worth remembering at all? 
Across different mediums, spoilers 
don't really matter. Perhaps, with games 
being such complex creations and merging 
many forms of art together, they are more 
prevalent. Maybe contemporary 'story- 
driven' games should really be called 
*spoiler-driven, as cheap narrative blows 
seem designed to serve one purpose: 
obscuring the flaws with some uninspired 
gameplay mechanics. 
Kamil Bazydlo 


There are days when we think spoiler- 
related indignation is simply another 
symptom of an Internet culture that 
thrives on being offended. Then someone 
on Twitter spoils Game Of Thrones, and 
we change our minds quite violently. 


DISPATCHES 
DIALOGUE 


www.facebook.com/ 
edgeonline 
Discuss gaming topics with 
fellow Edge readers 


Controller torque 

E281's Hype piece on the new McRae game, 
Dirt Rally, got me thinking. It, like many 
series, now has a dumbed-down control 
system. And joypads are to blame. 

With that comfy 360 controller, we have 
allowed triggers to become the universal 
standard for throttle and brake inputs — 
even on PC. It's nice that analogue is finally 
the standard, but asking the left hand to 
graduate braking pressure while at the same 
time chucking virtual mass into a corner is 
asking too much of a single (and probably 
weaker) hand. 

We learnt as far back as Dreamcast's 
F355 Challenge that controlling a car this 
way doesn't get much more comfortable 
with practice. We also learnt that is was 
fine for Hang-On. It was fine for Metropolis 
Street Racer as well. And that's been the 
mainstream ever since: Project Gotham-style, 
semi-sim feel with ever-glossier graphics. 

Well-tuned analogue face buttons offer 
more stable control in Richard Burns, 
Enthusia, Race Driver or D1 Grand Prix. And 
I suggest it's no coincidence that these PS2 
games are still among the most sim-like of 
all driving games on PlayStations before or 
since. In the absence of feet, such setups 
balance the duties between hands (and 
cranial hemispheres) slightly more tidily. 

But I certainly don't think buttons 
like those are the best use of Bluetooth 
bandwidth now. Nor do I think that 
steering-wheel sims and controller games 
should simply reach an amicable divorce. 
Comfortable as a DS4 feels, it should be 
assumed that future evolutions of the 
joypad can offer far, far more. And — 
for the benefit of many genres — more 
feedback has to be part of that offer. 
Matthew Stedman 


You mean the DS4 light bar isn’t innovation 
enough for you? At least Microsoft is still 
improving its controller, and the very best 
version can be yours for only half the price 
of an Xbox One console. How about that? B 
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Illustration marshdavies.com 


is that youre not playing cops and 
robbers; you're playing a TV show that 
happens to be about cops and robbers. We 
now live in an age where the highest 


Ts weird thing about Battlefield Hardline 


aspiration of verisimilitude for a videogame 
is to simulate not reality, but reality as 
already mediated by television. Of course, 
this has long been the case for sports games, 
which eagerly adopted the mise-en-scéne 
of televised football or tennis as soon as they 
had the spare processing resources. But it is 
relatively new in action games. The way each 
‘episode’ of Hardline starts with a “Previously 
on...” narrative catch-up, as well as the way 
that, if you quit to the main menu, the game 
shows you a “Next on...” teaser for what you 
have decided not to play right now, turns the 
game into a simulation of Netflix. 

In a way, though, Hardline is just catching 
up to decades of school ground fantasy. 
(Perhaps some readers are old enough to 
remember suggestions of “Let’s play Starsky 
and Hutch.”) And it should at least be 
applauded for the ‘Flash badge’ action that 
lets you freeze suspects as you walk up to 
them and start talking. It’s about time that 
paramilitary police simulators acquired 
another nonlethal verb, especially given the 
notorious lethality of the real-world US 
police force in recent months. The hold-up 
mechanic is not entirely novel, of course: 
Solid Snake has long had the option to do the 
same thing. But in Hardline, the idea is given 
a treatment that is both more reliable 
(suspects stop and put their hands up at a 
distance) and also more suspenseful, in the 
clever way you have to switch your aim 
between multiple targets to keep them 
dissuaded from trying something. 

Player freedom and creativity is enhanced 
by such touches, but narratively Hardline 
imprisons the player in the stultifyingly 
claustrophobic mental world of what I have 
termed ‘national-security ideology: “This 
drug war’s no joke!” exclaims one cop early 
on, before setting out to massively increase 
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The highest aspiration of 
verisimilitude for a game is to 
simulate not reality, but reality 

as already mediated by TV 


the body count of the drug war because, well, 
that's just what drug cops on run-of-the-mill 
TV cop shows do. The Shield it ain't — for 
my money the best cop show bar The Wire, 
and one that makes clear what videogames 
such as Hardline forget: that the most 
exciting and suspenseful moments in true art 
television, even if it's police-based television, 
are not the chases and the takedowns and the 
shootouts, but the moodily memorable 
scenes of paranoid conversation between 
complicated characters. 

How refreshing, then, to turn from 
Hardline to Wolfenstein: The Old Blood. Both 


games happen to begin with pseudo-FMV 
scenes with someone driving you somewhere 
and dumping major scenario explanations 
into the conversation in a totally uncasual 
way. (Because being able to look out of the 
window of a moving car while the designers 
force you to listen to exposition is much 
more entertaining than just looking around 
a room in existential despair.) 

What's interesting, though, is how the 
little guy does it so much better. This latest 
Wolfenstein game, a standalone prequel 
expansion to The New Order, presumably 
enjoyed a much smaller budget than Hardline, 
and yet its intro is one of far superior 
narrative economy, an awe-inspiring short 
journey to an alpine Nazi stronghold spiced 
with knowing humour. By the time your 
character starts practising his terrible 
German under his breath, you know you 
are in for a good time: *Guten morgen. 
Guten morgen... Huh. Fuck it" Well, quite. 
Better to say it with guns. 

Games are now complex and multifarious 
enough as a medium that a joyously balls-out 
shooter such as Wolfenstein now reads as a 
deliberate return to past halcyon days of 
irresponsible decadence in the medium, in 


the same way as Tarantino and Rodriguez 
created a gleefully slobbering love letter to 
1970s B-movie cinema in their Grindhouse 
double feature of 2007. By contrast, Hardline 
is like one of those ultra-modern thrillers 
directed by Tony Scott, in which the most 
banal possible script is enlivened only by the 
fact that the editing tempo is that of an 
advert and the film stock changes every three 





seconds. But to be honest, in some moods I'd 
rather watch Enemy Of The State (but please 
God not Domino) than Planet Terror. That's 
the beauty of a maturing medium: it gives 
you choice. Until, of course, you realise 
you've spent an hour browsing on Netflix 
without watching anything, and you realise 
that choice, after all, is hell. 





Steven Poole's Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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Illustration marshdavies.com 


illary Clinton is holding a Game Boy 
H on Air Force One. Not just holding it, 

but staring deeply into its screen, 
transfixed as she grasps it in the proper 
position for serious Tetris, Klax or (less 
likely) Nigel Mansell's World Championship 
Racing. She's not posing, but playing. 

The Clinton Library recently released this 
image, taken in-flight by White House 
official photographer Ralph Alswang in April 
1993. It did so via Instagram, of course, 
where it could find its way onto the world's 
billion or so smartphones, on which we all 
can play Tetris any time, unseen. How much 
the world has changed in 20 years. 

What hasn't changed? Well, that a 
Clinton or a Bush might fill the White House 
again (or again-again), but never mind that. 
Instead, that it's news Hillary Clinton played 
a Game Boy — as noteworthy now as then. 

The Clinton Library released the image 
just as Ms Clinton's presidential campaign 
was ramping up. It was a shrewd move. 
Rhetorically, the photograph did some useful, 
if subtle, work for Hillary's early candidacy. It 
re-presented her to the technology-savvy 
younger set that was (gulp) too young to 
remember the Clinton White House, for one 
part. (Many gaming websites covered the 
image as news.) For another, it presented her 
as an ordinary, approachable person at a time 
when she was suffering from accusations of 
impropriety and profiteering. Hey, everyone 
had a Game Boy, right? Everyone plays Tetris. 

It's hard to name an object that carries 
the same symbolic weight as the Game Boy 
did in 1993 — or today, for that matter. It was 
the people's platform, the Volkswagen of 
videogaming. In large part, it has Tetris to 
thank for that. In 1993, there were three 
games everyone played: Windows' Solitaire 
and Minesweeper, and Tetris. But Game Boy 
did something else, too. It telegraphed a 
particular kind of nonchalant attention that a 
particular kind of videogaming was capable 
of producing. Play became synonymous with 
a green-on-green screen, a D-pad and two 
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It's hard to name an object 
that carries the same symbolic 
weight as the Game Boy. 

It was the people's platform 


buttons, and the manoeuvre of contorting 
both thumbs into hooks to play was instantly 
identifiable, a kind of silhouette of what 
gaming looks like when backlit. 

In the arcade era that preceded Nintendo, 
that silhouette included a cabinet, not a 
controller. But it looked far more active than 
Hillary's nonchalant, seated pose: a figure 
leaning into Dig Dug or Centipede or Ms Pac- 
Man, one foot forward and one back, exerting 
body English on the joystick, one hand 
against the framing side of the cabinet. 
Hardly athletic, but hardly passive either. Of 
course, this era's silhouette is also largely a 


gendered one: it’s a man (not a boy, mind 
you) playing the game, his female companion 
accessorising his experience. In fact, if you 
look at early arcade sell-sheets, you'll 
sometimes see glamorous or scantily clad 
women draped next to the idle cabinet, like 
girls across a hood in a car rag. 

What is today's silhouette of gaming? The 
answer wouldn't offer a holistic picture, but 
it would serve as a litmus test, a first 
impression of what gaming looks like when 
you just spot it in your peripheral vision. 
There are two likely candidates. 

The first is the console player's figure, 
and it's not a great one. Slumped into the 
couch, legs splayed before him (probably him, 
anyway, or at least that's the stereotype — 
this is a glance, remember), controller in lap, 
furiously tapping buttons and flicking sticks 
as if, well, he's tapping a button and flicking 
a stick. Maybe he's wearing a headset. 
Terrible and unfair as it may be, this 
impression persists in the popular 
imagination. It's the player as basement- 
dweller. But as a silhouette, it's not just an 
impression, it's also a reality. To some extent, 
at least, this is what gaming looks like. 

The second candidate is the everyman 
with a smartphone. It could be anyone: man 
or woman, young or old. It's the great 
equaliser, this device, which does even more 
than the PC to make games just another 
thing you do, alongside watching movies or 
reading or photography. Gaming doesn't even 
look like computing any more, but just life. 
In two more decades, the Hillary Clinton 
image becomes impossible, illegible. Imagine 
that photo if she had a smartphone in her 
hand instead. Now the headline's just, ‘Future 
presidential candidate uses mobile device’ 

Does that matter? Not for the future 
Hillary, it doesn't. But for games, it might. 
Perhaps the only impression worse than 
sexism or indecorum to leave for the future 
is no impression at all. 





Ian Bogost is an author and game designer. His award- 
winning A Slow Year is available at www.bit.ly/1eQalad 
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but print lead times mean I'm writing 

these words a few days before I get on 
the plane. As I mentioned last month, the 
run-up to E3 is a curious, magical time of 
half-truths and  whispers, and as my 
departure ticks closer, those rumours are 
starting to solidify. What I still don't know, 
despite it being part-organised by a team 
sitting across the office, is exactly what's 
going down at the PC Gaming Show. 

Ilike to think it'll be much like the one 
dreamed up a few years ago by Graham 
Smith, now editor of Rock Paper Shotgun, 
then editor of PC Gamer and, for as long as 
I have known him, the bearer of a quite 
magnificent beard. OK, I doubt that 
everything Graham put on the page when he 
sketched out his fantasy PC-focused E3 
conference in 2012 will come to pass. Maybe 
XCOM designer Jake Solomon won't set fire 
to his favourite childhood toy onstage, 
perhaps Bethesda's Todd Howard won't ride 
a puppet dragon, and if I'm being honest with 
myself, I doubt a stage full of the great and 
good of PC game development is really going 
to break out into a can-can singalong to a 
song from the musical A Chorus Line. But 
I expect the general tone of Graham's E3 
dream will become reality. With little of the 
corporate bluster of the console-focused 
conferences, it will be a celebration of a 
platform that has earned success organically, 
without loss-leading hardware to steal 
market share, or colossal marketing budgets 
splashing far and wide about coming games. 
Hopefully, there will also be a dragon or two. 

I think of that article, The E3 2012 Press 
Conference PC Gamers Deserve, often, 
because it played a big part in my deciding to 
build my first gaming PC. Growing up, I was 
a console kid; PCs were for Solitaire and 
schoolwork, and the wet summer holiday 
afternoons where you’d decide to make a 
fanzine until you realised you couldn’t make 
the text line up, Mum was calling you down 
for tea, and Roseanne was on in a bit. Having 


B y the time you read this, E3 will be over, 
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Valve correctly proclaims 
the PC’s openness as its 
greatest asset. Yet here it is 
putting up a walled garden 


kept that mindset for three decades, I wasn’t 
about to build a super-powerful videogame 
machine for the study; I bought a media 
centre case, put it all together, and keep it 
under the TV with the consoles. 

The experience has been illuminating, 
These things really aren't meant to live down 
there. I have a wireless keyboard and mouse, 
but despite experimenting with various types 
and combinations of tables, trays and 
cushions, I can't play games that use both of 
them. I sit about ten feet from the screen, 
which means text is often illegible and rules 
out a whole host of genres designed for pairs 


of eyes 18 inches away. And things are further 
confused by Windows 8 — an operating 
system designed to run across desktop, 
phone and tablet, but effective on none of 
them — which invites me to tap an icon on 
the screen of my 42-inch non-touch LCD 
whenever I plug in my phone. 

All of these are problems Valve intends to 
fix with its Steam Machines, which are 
designed to sit under the TV, pair up with a 
controller made to elegantly reprise the role 
of mouse and keyboard, and run an OS 
created for distant eyes and a singular 
purpose: playing games. Had one been 
around when Graham said his piece and I 
decided it was time for a PC, I might have 
gone for it. It would have saved me a lot of 
hassle: the week of researching components 
and shopping around, the day waiting in for 
deliveries, the two fraught, back-breaking 
evenings putting it all together (it would have 
been one, but there was whisky) And, 
assuming the controller is fit for purpose and 
SteamOS supports enough of the games in 
my library, Pd have had a better time of it 
once the thing was installed under the TV. 

Yet I won't be moving over to a Steam 
Machine. That's partly out of stubbornness, 
and the fact that I recently put a new 
graphics card (three hours, wine) and 
heatsink (four hours over two evenings, 
Game Of Thrones) in my PC. But I also don't 
like what Steam Machines represent. Valve 
has long looked down on, and hit out at, 
closed videogame ecosystems, correctly 
proclaiming the PC's openness as its greatest 
asset. Yet here it is putting up a walled 
garden of its own, releasing closed systems 
with fixed specs that run on an operating 
system whose maker gets to decide which 
bits of your software will be supported by it. 
That's not what makes PC gaming special. 
It's not why I decided I needed one. And it's 
certainly not, as Graham put it three years 
ago, what PC gamers deserve. 





Nathan Brown is Edge's deputy editor, and will have a go 
at aligning the text on this page right after The Golden Girls 
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Leading us on 


We may talk about cascading particle effects and lush greenery being the 
most discernible selling points for this console generation, but it's also about 
developers having the opportunity to rebuild gaming's walls miles farther 
out. It's not a question of the impossible made possible, but the fidelity and 
density of what today's hardware can conjure up is gradually stripping 
away the pressure to ever meet a horizon. 

A world without visible bounds is sure to please a species that evolved to 
master great tracts of land, and has made a habit of kicking at its limits ever 
since. But providing acres more space presents a design problem: how best 
to navigate it? Too much guidance undermines the promise inherent in a 
vast panorama; too little and wanderlust is soon traded for agoraphobia. 

Guerrilla's Horizon: Zero Dawn (p44) goes the Skyrim route of making a 
compass a persistent part of your HUD as you stare down its mechanical 
bestiary. It's an approach that asks players to digest the space before them, 
all the better to disseminate its tactical possibilities, while still offering an 
assurance that they're heading the right way. 

Kojima Productions’ take on Afghanistan relies on 
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Fumito Ueda's long-absent creature 
feature emerges from hibernation 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


ix years is a long time to wait for a game, 

even one as apparently immune to the 

ravages of age as The Last Guardian. First 
shown at E3 2009 for PS3, development of 
the follow-up to Team Ico’s Shadow Of The 
Colossus has been so protracted that it’s long 
been rumoured the game was cancelled. But if 
the roar of excitement from the audience at 
its reappearance during Sony’s E3 conference 
this year — which opened with a single white 
feather floating down the main screen — is 





any indication, years of dashed hopes have 
done little to quash the enthusiasm of those 
awaiting Fumito Ueda’s next epic. 

It’s telling that of all the possible choices 
in Sony’s vaults, the company chose to kick 
things off with The Last Guardian. Until now, 
the world had seen little more of the game 
than a handful of screenshots and some brief 
footage, yet its re-announcement inspired the 
same unchecked fervour as the Final Fantasy 
VII remake and Shenmue III. And we can 
expect to play it next year, assuming the 
difficult transition to PS4 is well and truly 
behind it, as we are assured it is. 

The visual upgrades brought about by 
PS4's extra processing headroom aren't as 
apparent as you might imagine, but it's worth 
bearing in mind that the debut trailer wasn't 
representative of what the game looked like 
on PS3 — the framerate, Ueda has revealed, 





SCE 

GenDesign, Sony Japan Studio 
PS4 

Japan 

2016 


was far lower. The latest version looks to be 
running at a solid 30fps, unshaken by soaring 
draw distances and ornate architecture. It’s a 
world that looks at once familiar and foreign, 
evocative of both Ico and Shadow Of The 
Colossus and yet achingly enigmatic. 

In a behind-closed-doors presentation, 
Ueda stresses that he wants to combine the 
best of both games — the emotional bond 
and co-operation between two characters 
that Ico captured, and the sense of awe that 
Shadow brought about through clambering 
around the body of something that’s 
considerably bigger than you. In that sense, 
at least, The Last Guardian feels like a fitting 
culmination for an experimental trilogy. 


Our demo begins roughly halfway 
through the game, the young boy that you 
control finding the creature, Trico, lying 
injured in a large room. The boy’s footsteps 
echo off the stone walls as the wind whips 
through the glassless windows, and after 
clambering on top of Trico and insensitively 
jumping on its head to wake the hybrid up, he 
drags two spears of wood from the stricken 
beast’s back. Once on its feet, Trico is a 
remarkably convincing animal, the influence 
of bird, cat and dog evident not only in the 
way it looks, but also its behaviours. Its ears 
twitch and it occasionally lets outa sharp > 
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Fumito Ueda was once 
The Last Guardian's 
director but is now 
a consultant on the 


project. His new outfit 
is GenDesign, which 
is also contributing 


ABOVE Trico might dwarf 
the boy, but the castle that 
imprisons both of them is 
even more imposing, its 
huge stone walls rising 
hundreds of metres above 
the foreboding mist below. 
LEFT Interactions between 
the two delight every time, 
Trico managing to pull of an 
air of adorable innocence 
while still appearing both 
enigmatic and dangerous 





ABOVE Screenshots can't do 
justice to the roaring wind 
and Trico's bristling feathers, 
both of which add to the 
sense of height and danger 
during moments such as this. 
RIGHT While Trico and the boy 
communicate through body 
language, this evolves as you 
progress through the game 

















Tumble brag 
In The Last Guardian, 
Ueda and his team 
want to build on the 
powerful sense of 
height present in /co 
and Shadow Of The 
Colossus. To that end, 
they took time out to 
visit a number of 
vertigo-inducing 
locations, including 
making their way to 
the top of skyscrapers, 
in order to better 
understand the mix 
of awe and fear that 
standing on the edge 
of sizeable plummet 
invokes. But there's 
greater contrast here 
as clinging on to Trico, 
Ueda says, goes some 
way to insulating you 
from that fear, as the 
creature confidently 
(for the most part, at 
least) negotiates the 
vertiginous structures 
of this enticing world. 





THE LAST 
GUARDIAN 


breath; it looks around the room, evidently 
intrigued by butterflies dancing in and out of 
the rays of light; and it displays a haughty lack 
of interest in the boy's initial efforts to point 
its wet nose towards a high-up ledge. 

Ueda reveals that Trico's behaviours are 
governed by a mix of scripting and AI, with 
greater emphasis on the latter. At this midway 
point, the relationship between boy and beast 
is such that Trico will generally do as it is 
told, but when the pair first meet, it will be 
much harder to convince it to help you out. 
The further the game progresses, the further 
the bond will grow, allowing for faster, more 
purposeful communication, and establishing a 
reactive relationship between the odd couple. 

This gradual development of trust appears 
to be supported by positive reinforcement, 
and when the boy reaches that high ledge by 
pulling himself up Trico's lustrous hybrid of 
fur and feathers, he tosses it some barrels. 





Trico’s behaviour is governed 
by a mix of scripting and Al, 
with emphasis on the latter 





Given that the creature consumes them in a 
couple of bites, these seem to go down a treat. 
There's more evidence of Trico learning 

directly from the boy a little later on when, 
after escaping from the room together, an 
external stone walkway they're travelling 
across abruptly ends. A rickety scaffold 
extends out beyond the edge. The boy delivers 
some words in a language that will sound 
familiar to anyone who's played Ico or SOTC, 
and then jumps up and down on the spot once 
or twice, pointing at the platform beyond. 
Eventually, Trico takes the hint and nervously 
moves to the edge, stretching and reaching a 
paw out in preparation, hesitating like a cat 
calculating a dismount from a high wall. All of 
sudden, Trico is in the air, crashing down on 
the construction a second later, which sags 
under its not-inconsiderable weight. In turn, 
the creature waits for the boy to jump, calling 
out with little squawks until its companion 
builds up the courage to leap, using its mouth 
to snatch him out of the air by the scruff of 
his smock when the vault comes up short. 


Despite Trico's disconcerting size and 
power, the interplay between the pair is 
genuinely charming, both characters coming 
across as earnest children caught up in an 
adventure neither was necessarily prepared 
for. By combining their strengths, however — 
Trico's reach and power, and the boy's shrewd 
intelligence — they're able to triumph in 
situations that either on their own would 
have found insurmountable. And, of course, 
their differences also provide the game's 
designers with lots of puzzle opportunities. 


As Trico and the boy continue along their 
rickety path, they encounter a large wooden 
construction on wheels, painted with an eye 
and festooned with wind chimes, mounted on 
a parallel platform. While we're not told the 
significance of the device, Trico hisses and 
backs off, refusing to continue. The boy tries 
to call it onward, but the stubborn, and clearly 
fearful, creature refuses. The boy pushes the 
cart along its track until it starts to roll down 
an incline towards the edge. When it topples 
over, the ropes that anchored it violently yank 
their mountings out of the platform and 
trigger the start of a gradual collapse. The 
environment crumbles as the boy runs back 
along the platform, his route to Trico now cut 
off. He makes another clumsy jump, but this 
time Trico misses the catch. As the boy 
plummets downwards, however, the creature 
swings its tail under the bridge into the 
child's trajectory. Now he can clamber up 
Trico's back as the creature makes its own 
bolt for safety from the splintering walkway, 
and the human's just in time to help his 
companion gain purchase on the castle wall by 
freeing up a large log and rolling it towards the 
beast. The player remains in control for the 
entirety of the sequence, which seems to 
perfectly encapsulate the blending of ideas 
from Ueda's previous games. 

It's a short demo, but a highly convincing 
one nonetheless. Ueda's vision is clearly 
beginning to coalesce, and the game's complex 
interplay of free-spirited AI, treacherous 
platforming and physical puzzles appears to 
be functioning as intended. It might have 
been a long old while since we previously saw 
what The Last Guardian team was up to, but 
it appears that time has been well spent. lI 





Although switching to PS4 
slowed progress on the 
project considerably, Ueda 
says the upgrade has meant 
he can realise his game 

as originally envisioned 
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HORIZON: 
ZERO DAWN 


Something creates dinosaurs. Dinosaurs eat 
man. VVoman inherits the Earth 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


uerrilla describes Horizon: Zero Dawn 
G as post-post-apocalyptic. It’s quite a 

studenty way of putting it, but it fits. 
It’s been over a thousand years since human 
civilisation, and much of humanity with it, 
was wiped from the face of the planet. Nature 
has reclaimed the landscape, resulting in a 
lush, vibrant world filled with the swaying 
dynamic foliage that is rapidly replacing the 
particle shower as this console generation’s 
calling card. In the intervening millennium, 
Horizon’s world has been overrun by strange 
machines modelled on the animal kingdom. 
Where they came from, what they’re up to, 
and quite why they’re such a threat to female 
protagonist Aloy are among the mysteries 
to which Guerrilla is happy to refer, but 
declines to explain during the game’s debut 
demo, which we see behind closed doors in 
a plush E3 meeting room the day after its 
unveiling on Sony’s conference stage. 

Aloy belongs to one of the few remaining 
human tribes. We’re told she’s gifted, with 
an understanding of physics and combat 
unmatched among her people, able to craft 
the tools to help her surmount seemingly 
impossible odds. She’s also blessed with the 
agility to get out of trouble when things go 
south. That nimbleness is demonstrated when 
she sprints and slides beneath a giant beast- 
machine, aiming an arrow at a weak point on 
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its belly, then dashing away from gigantic 
robotic jaws a split-second before they snap 
shut, leaping through a gap between two 
rocks to put some distance and scenery 
between her and her chasing aggressor. 

Not that it slows it down very much. 
Horizon’s environments are fully destructible, 
which is one heck of an achievement in a 
world this size. But even when great big robo- 
dinosaurs aren’t clattering through rock 
formations, this is a clear step up from the 
Dutch studio’s previous game, PS4 launch 
offering Killzone: Shadow Fall. The two share 
an engine — albeit one that has been worked 
on heavily since Shadow Fall’s launch — and 
there are visual ties between them, too, in 
particular their use of light and lens flare. 


They share a love of glowing-eyed things, 
too, though in the place of Killzone's chunky 
Helghast are a much more varied set of foes, 
each requiring notably different tactics to take 
down. Watchers, seemingly built to mimic 
velociraptors, prowl alone while scanning 

the environment in front of them, but call for 
support if they spot you. They're best crept 
up on from the side or behind, where a canned 
animation will dispatch them in an instant. 
Aloy apologises for the kill as she retrieves 
her blade from a flank: *Sorry, little one. 
Couldn't let you call for help.” » 
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There's a curious visual 


juxtaposition here in a world 
now reclaimed by nature but 
also filled with incredibly 
advanced machines. It ought 
to be jarring, but it works 


46 


HORIZON: 
ZERO DAWN 


Grazers, meanwhile, are deer-like robots 
that wander the landscape in herds. They're 
skittish things, too, which proves more than a 
little inconvenient for Aloy, since her current 
quest requires that she provide a local tribe 
with a specific resource only found in the 
canisters mounted on the Grazers' backs. 
During Sony's E3 show, Aloy felled one with 
an arrow and the rest of the pack promptly 
scarpered, forcing her to take potshots at 
them as they ran, hoping to catch just enough 
to fulfil the quest requirement. Before our 
eyes, she takes down almost a dozen in one go 
by using a mode of the Ropecaster — the 
default function of which should be obvious 
— to lay down the even less imaginatively 
named Explosive Tripwire. Several, in fact, 
strung between rocks at the water's edge. 


With the trap set, Aloy fires an explosive 
arrow to the other side of the scene. This 
spooks the Grazers and sets the herd running 
straight into the tripwires, with predictable 
results. Most of those that remain turn 
robotic tail and run. Had we not killed the 
Watcher, the explosion would have alerted 

it and prompted it to summon help. In the 
absence of that, Aloy is faced with two Alpha 
Grazers, which stay behind to fight so that 
the others can flee to safety. 

Replaying a scene in a different way to 
demonstrate a game's strategic potential is 
fast becoming a Sony trademark — we saw it a 
few months ago with Uncharted 4 — but it's an 
effective way of showing off the possibilities 
afforded by the toolset and the flexibility 
demanded by enemy types that function in 
markedly different ways. Doubly so since 
we see just two weapons, the bow and the 
Ropecaster, plus a couple of ammo variants 
(each weapon will have a maximum of three). 
Building a space so rich in approaches has 
surely been liberating for Guerrilla, a studio 
that has spent a decade making enemies that 
simply shoot or get shot. There is a sense 
here of a team enjoying being untethered from 
the demands of the FPS, the corridors of yore 
replaced by vast open expanses, its enemy 
designs held back not by convention, just 
the limits of its designers' imaginations. 

The sentiment is reinforced by the 
colossal robo-dinosaur that suddenly arrives 


on the scene. The Thundermaw, as it's known, 
is 8oft long, 33ft high, made of 550,000 
polygons and shielded with over 90 individual 
pieces of armour, each with its own stock of 
hit points that govern when it can be knocked 
away to expose the *muscle' beneath, attacks 
here dealing triple the damage to the beast. 
Most of its dozen attacks are performed by 
its snapping jaws and long tail, but some 
come from onboard weaponry that can be 
knocked loose and used against it. For 
instance, Aloy dislodges a disc launcher, 
which is only good for a few hits but takes 

off a decent chunk of health and some critical 
armour plating, exposing one of the beast's 
two weak points. She uses electric arrows to 
briefly stun the leviathan, tethers its head to 
the ground from multiple angles with the 
Ropecaster, then aims an arrow at the weak 
point on its flank to finish it off. Here ends 
the lesson and the quest, with Aloy looting 





There is a sense of a team 
enjoying being untethered 
from the demands of the FPS 





the Grazer corpses for the resource she needs 
before the screen fades disappointingly to 
black and our demo ends. 

There are plenty of points of reference. 
The bow naturally invites comparison with 
Tomb Raider, but this is a far more open game, 
and already more systemically varied. The 
overabundant setting nods to Enslaved: 
Odyssey To The West, though this will surely 
be less linear too. Aloy, sneaking through the 
snowy undergrowth in her furred garb and 
with her long, red hair, recalls a Game Of 
Thrones Wildling, but they don't have any 
80-foot-long robotic dinos north of the Wall. 

There are whiffs of Monster Hunter, 
Xenoblade Chronicles and Skyrim too, but 
all that this really shows is that Horizon 
is a commendable departure from what 
Guerrilla knows best. It has long been a 
studio of frightening technical ability, but 
it has never reached the all-round heights 
that were once expected of it. Perhaps here, 
long after the fall of mankind, stripped of 
its gruff military finery, it will succeed. B 





Hard craft 


Like any self- 
respecting modern 
open-world game, 
Horizon features a 
crafting system, and 
while Guerrilla is 
keeping most of its 
deck to its chest, it has 
let a few details slip. 
Most pleasing of all is 
the sight of a quick 
crafting option that 
lets you replenish 
ammo supplies within 
the weapon wheel. 
It's a decision born 

of the studio's desire 
to minimise the time 
spent in menus, 
especially during 
combat, when a trip 
to a crafting screen 
can be ruinous to the 
tension of a fraught 
battle, and can cause 
no end of problems 
when you resume the 
action and realise 
you've forgotten the 
immediate need to 
dodge an attack. 
Traditional menus will 
be used, however, for 
the creation of more 
complex works, 
including weapons 
and clothing, while 
materials for high-end 
gear - including the 
more powerful ammo 
types - will be kept 
scarce throughout. 


TOP Tribes will dot the 

map, and surely serve as 
quest-givers. A Skyrim-style 
compass sits at the top 

of the screen, suggesting 
that you can have multiple 
quests on the go at once. 
MAIN When Thundermaw 
arrives, it's already lost half 
its health. Is that a scar from 
an earlier encounter, or 
simply something that 
happens out in the world? 
During a brief hands-on, 
we're saved when a Watcher 
that's spotted us is killed 

by a stampeding Grazer. 
RIGHT The machines' glowing 
eyes signal their current 
state. Blue is neutral; yellow 
tells you they're scanning 
the periphery; red, naturally, 
means it's time for Aloy 

to reach into her quiver 





TOP A world so shrouded in 
mystery means Guerrilla 
will need to step up its 
storytelling from Killzone's 
sci-fi Nazi hokum, so it has 
recruited Fallout: New Vegas 
writer John Gonzalez and 
The Witcher III cinematics 
director Pawel Swierczynski. 
ABOVE CENTRE While the 
slender selection of weapons 
we see will be expanded for 
the final game, only four can 
be carried at any one time. 
With enemies requiring such 
varied approaches, some 
areas will be off limits until 
you tweak your loadout. 
ABOVE Despite warnings of 
potential bugs and crashes 
before our demo, the whole 
thing runs without a hitch, 
with a stable framerate and 
nothing wrong bar a lock 

of hair clipping through a 
collar. Not bad for a game 
likely 12 months away 
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STAR 


WARS 


BATTLEFRONT 


DICE takes up the revered series’ reins in 


spectacular, and 
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Release 


espite the familiarity of its constituent 
D parts, little can prepare you for the 

moment you step out into the howling 
wind and snow glare of Star Wars: Battlefront’s 
Hoth battlefield. Snowspeeders, X-Wings and 
TIE Fighters scream overhead, and the ground 
shakes under the weight of each plodding step 
of the AT-ATs we're charged with defending. 
Bursts of blaster fire sear the air around us, 
and their targets' bodies. But still our Imperial 
teammates push forward to quash the rebels, 
forebodingly stylish light-grey winter capes 
flapping heavily in the blasting gale. 

It's an overwhelming slug of nostalgia, and 
one that successfully delivers the atmosphere 
of the original films through a combination 
of perfect recreations of audio effects and the 





original trilogy's distinctive visual style. DICE 
has pulled off a feat similar to The Creative 
Assembly's achievements with Alien Isolation, 
perfectly capturing its source material's retro 
sci-fi aesthetic while bending it into a new, 
interactive shape. As a result, Battlefront 
looks distinctive and has an easy charisma. 
That the game excels at graphics and audio 
is hardly surprising, given that it's being 
developed by the studio behind Battlefield, 
nor should it shock you that combat exhibits 
the same snappy, weighty responsiveness 
that's synonymous with DICE's games. But 
fans of the earlier Battlefronts hoping for a 





confident, fashion 
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modernised version of the mechanics that 
they remember will have to acclimatise to 
DICE's vision. You can still make use of the 
colossal AT-ATs that are lumbering through 
the level, for example, but you’re not able to 
steer them — the machines move along their 
own path, at their own pace. You’re given 
access to the powerful weapons onboard 
instead. Your time in the gunner’s chair is 
limited as well, although you can extend 
this by scoring sufficient kills. 


You gain access to that devastating array 
of guns by finding and collecting a spinning 
token from the field. Other tokens will hand 
you full control of AT-STs, X-Wings and TIE 
Fighters, allow you to play as Hero or Villain 
characters such as Luke Skywalker and Darth 
Vader, or simply furnish you with special 
weapons such as orbital strikes. The setup 
works well, creating a fresh-feeling dynamic 
that sits somewhere between Battlefield and 
the previous Battlefront. Better still, along 
with the tighter design of the map that we 
play on, it contributes an increased pace 
while ensuring that the action feels denser. 
Our 40-player Walker Assault battle was 
an exhilarating rush as both teams clashed 
over Uplink Stations dotted across the map. If 
the rebels activate a station and defend it for 
long enough, a Y-wing bombing strikeis > 





ER 


< 


ABOVE Survival missions can 
be played on any planet, and 
in couch co-op splitscreen 
on consoles, or online. 
Different difficulty settings 
are confirmed, too, and 
you'll be awarded stars 

of commendation upon 

the completion of as-yet- 
unspecified challenges. 

LEFT Luke's Force Push will 
clear away the troops before 
him, but he's also armed 
with a Saber Rush power 
that accelerates him forward 
to deliver a quick strike 











ABOVE The rebel humans are 
joined on Hoth by several 
alien races, including the 
Quarren in the background 
here and friendly Rodians. 
RIGHT It takes an orbital 
strike to render AT-ATs 
vulnerable, but after a 
Y-Wing run they'll take 
damage from any source 
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Punch it! 


Piloting Battlefront's 
starfighters and 
speeder craft is 
slightly easier than 
keeping Battlefiela's 
helicopters in the air. 
Playable craft zip 
along at a lick, and 
soaring across the 
battlefield, firing 

on the troops and 
vehicles below, is 
leant an additional 
shine by the subject 
matter. Despite the 
simpler controls, you'll 
still need skill to pilot 
them effectively, and 
manoeuvring the 
Snowspeeder into a 
Tow Cable Takedown 
will take practice. 
AT-STs are equipped 
with homing anti-air 
missiles, which can 
make short work of 
the rebels' flimsier 
ships, but all fighters 
can redistribute 
power between their 
blasters and thrusters 
if you need an extra 
turn of speed to 
escape incoming fire. 





STAR WARS 
BATTLEFRONT 


called in against the AT-ATs, weakening 
their defences and providing a window during 
which all weapons — even hand blasters — 
can chip away at the walkers’ armour. 
During these moments, the AT-ATs are also 
vulnerable to spectacular, though tricky to 
execute, Snowspeeder Tow Cable Takedowns. 
Those fragile craft don’t take long to buckle 
under a hail of fire from an AT-ST, though. 
The map itself is made up of a wide central 
plain threaded with a warren of trenches, the 
labyrinthine corridors and hangars of the 
rebel base, and a cliffside pathway, which 
means there’s plenty of opportunity for 
surprise flanking manoeuvres and bottleneck 
firefights. But as an Imperial trooper, you 
might equally choose to march alongside the 
AT-AT, protected by the threat of a towering 
dispenser of hot plasma death. 


The dynamic of the battlefield shifts 

as the fight goes on. Uplink Stations will 
eventually run out of power if the Empire 
continually manages to prevent them being 
activated, eroding the rebels’ ability to hold 
back the advance. And in a nod to Levolution, 
events on the battlefield will reflect which 
side is winning at the time. Dubbed ‘battle 
beyond} the system is designed to bolster 
player feedback without resorting to blatant 
UI notifications. If the Alliance are ahead on 
the Tatooine map, for example, a Star 
Destroyer will slowly fall from orbit in flames, 
crashing into the ground. If you’re fighting for 
the Empire when that happens, it might be 
worth reevaluating your tactics. 

Players carry their choice of blaster into 
the fight, as well as three additional abilities 
grouped into hands of so-called Star Cards. 
For example, you might take barrage, shield 
and jetpack cards with you if you fancy 
playing a more defensive game, while a more 
aggressive hand might replace the first two 
with a heavy weapon and anti-personnel 
grenades. There’s no ammunition to worry 
about: your kit simply replenishes after a 
cooldown period, while your blaster will 
overheat if fired continuously for too long. 
Weapons feel suitably threatening, quickly 
inducing a fatal case of the ragdolls in 
unshielded opponents, and shields soon fail 
under sustained fire. The eruptions of powder 


snow, distinctive sound effects, and vibrant 
beams make for tense, memorable encounters. 
DICE has also shown off a more intimate 
mode called Survival. It’s a Horde-style setup: 
you jump into the uniform of a crash-landed 
rebel and attempt to survive in the face of 15 
increasingly deadly waves of assassins. The 
co-op mode can be played splitscreen, and 
things quickly ramp up as groups of easily 
dispatched Stormtroopers are backed up by, 
among other threats, heavily armoured 
Shocktroopers, sniping Scouttroopers and 
optically camouflaged Shadowtroopers. The 
stomping of an unseen AT-ST as it makes its 
way towards you through Tatooine’s canyons 
is particularly unnerving, and rounding a 
corner only to run into one turning its guns 
on you is a moment of gut-churning panic. 
You're outfitted with the same weapons 
and tools that are available in other modes, 
but rather than find ability tokens in specific 





Players carry their choice of 
blaster into the fight, as well 
as three additional abilities 





locations around the level, they’re delivered in 
escape pods sent down to you by command. 
Capture and then successfully defend one to 
earn more powerful single-use weapons, 
including orbital strikes, which will provide 
you with an essential advantage over your 
hunters’ greater numbers. Of course, playing 
with a friend will also mean you can take 
complementary abilities into the field. 

DICE has pulled off an encouraging first 
showing for a game so steeped in expectation 
and nostalgia. It won’t please everyone: those 
hoping for a Battlefront sequel like the early 
games will disappointed, while some diehard 
fans may take umbrage with, say, TIE Fighters 
dogfighting in-atmosphere, even if it’s a 
rousing addition when space battles are off 
the table. Nonetheless, DICE’s reverence for 
its sources of inspiration is clear, and it’s 
heartening that it hasn’t prevented the studio 
experimenting with new ideas, or tweaking 
mechanics forged in the Battlefield series to 
deliver a vivid new interpretation of Star 
Wars’ greatest moments. W 


EDGE 
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METAL GEAR 


SOLID 


V: THE 


PHANTOM PAIN 


Konami's massive, reactive open-world stealth 


game delivers a giddying Boss rush 


Publisher 
Developer 
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Release 


hile conspiracy theorists scour 

Hideo Kojima’s Twitter feed for 

encoded messages about his ties 
with Konami, our minds turn to a far lesser 
known but equally vital figure. Somewhere 
in the bowels of Kojima Productions is the 
sound technician responsible for simulating 
the noise a horse makes when yanked into 
the air at 125 miles per hour. Said horse is the 
victim of the Fulton surface-to-air recovery 
system, the air-lifting technique that became 
a method of nabbing your enemies in PSP’s 
Metal Gear Solid: Peace Walker, but only now 
is being put to use to kidnap a variety of 
tranquillised beasts. After two days’ play, 
we've evacuated enough animals that Mother 
Base, Big Boss's offshore HQ, is forced to 
erect a makeshift zoo to house them. By all 
means take Kojima's name off the box; good 
luck scrubbing his fingerprints from the game. 

When they aren't being used to terrorise 

the goat population of Northern Kabul, Fulton 
recoveries are the key to building Mother Base 
mkII, Peace Walker's mkI having sunk into 
the ocean at the end of MGSV taster Ground 
Zeroes. Extracting enemy soldiers or skilled 
prisoners deploys them in Big Boss's private 
military company (PMC), where they can 
research tech, lessen the wait for air support 
drops, or pepper your map with improved 
intel. Where Peace Walker limited such 
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management to post-mission downtime, 

Big Boss now reshapes his army in the field. 
If he’s a sniper rifle short of an assassination 
attempt, say, you could whisk away two of the 
target’s bodyguards and put them to work 

on the gun soon to take their boss’s life. It’s 
cruelly ironic, but a beautiful example of 

The Phantom Pain’s deep, reactive systems. 


Grunts serve a basic rank-swelling 
purpose — triggering Kaz Miller’s wonderfully 
sniffy, “Oh, you’re recruiting him?” — but you 
soon learn to focus on specialists. Engineers, 
such as the Bipedal Weapon Developer, open 
up branches of the tech tree; others exist to 
placate violent recruits or speed up recovery 
times in the sick bay. An urgent addition in 
our playthrough is a Russian translator; Big 
Boss’s coma-damaged brain no longer knows 


the language, rendering interrogations useless. 


Once the bilingual grunt is located, it’s simply 
a case of knocking him unconscious without 
damaging him — wounded soldiers are less 
likely to survive the traumatic trip. 

This particular recruitment is a Side Op, 
a smaller aside tackled in free-roam mode and 
one of few concessions to traditional sandbox 
thinking. Having built a sprawling region, 
Kojima Productions isn't interested in filling 
it with trinkets and busywork. Yes, there are 
animals to extract (earning designs for the > 





TOP Big Boss is highly 
customisable here, from his 
sneaking rags right down to 
the logo for his outfit, the 
Diamond Dogs. The PMC's 
name makes less sense when 
you redraw that icon with an 
octopus or goat, though. 
ABOVE Quiet's cloaking tech 
and lightning-fast sprint 
make her as deadly a boss 
as she is an ally; imagine 

the head-to-head against 
MGS3's The End played out 
in a vast desert valley for 

an idea of what's in store 


- 
Eis 


^. Over time, Boss's prosthetic 
arm can be upgraded with 
new sonar technology and 
an electronic stun fist, and to 
provide various other buffs, 
such as improved bullet 
resistance (presumably 
you swat them away) and 
increased crawl speed 





TOP LEFT With its effortless 
leaps and its gorgeously 
sculpted hind musculature, 
D-Horse makes The Witcher 
III's Roach both feel and look 
like a tank in comparison. 
Whistle for it while sprinting 
and it gallops beside you to 
enable a running mount up. 
ABOVE Repeatedly failing a 
mission sees the game offer 
you the Chicken Hat. It 
allows you to be spotted 
three times without setting 
off alarms, but will kill your 
end-of-level rating dead. 
BELOW RIGHT An amazing 
variety of locations is eked 
out of Afghanistan, offering 
huddles of dirt huts, opulent 
palaces fallen into ill-repair, 
and more modern military 
installations in which series 
fans will feel right at home. 
FAR RIGHT The D-Walker is a 
clanking monstrosity, but 
it's capable of stealthier 
infiltrations by folding up its 
legs and trundling along on 
a set of wheels. It's a Metal 
Gear meets a shopping 
trolley, and every bit as 
charming as it sounds 
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LEFT In order to work 
alongside the cycloptic 
Cerberus that is D-Dog, 
you'll have to first find 

and recruit it as a pup. This 
leads to hilarious training 
montages as Revolver Ocelot 
raises the adorable mutt 
into a brutal killing machine. 
MAIN Once you upgrade air 
support with a loudspeaker, 
you can choose which tune 
to blast from its speakers. 
Ride Of The Valkyries is a 
natural pick, but you can 
also nab ‘80s pop classics 
from Soviet boomboxes 








METAL GEAR SOLID V: 
THE PHANTOM PAIN 


army’s emblem) and herbs to gather, but even 
these are done without Far Cry’s sea of icons. 
Larger missions hem you in further with 
operational boundaries, allowing the level 
designers to sculpt considered gauntlets from 
the wider map. That it doesn’t feel restrictive 
is largely down to Afghanistan’s natural 
contours: steep cliffs and valleys make for 
organic corridors, helping pace progress. 

Even with cliffs funnelling you in one 
direction, the range of strategic options is 
overwhelming. Big Boss’s first major target, 
Da Wialo Kallai, is a cluster of 20 buildings 
on a plain, offering 360 degrees of freedom to 
attack from and a guard presence ready for it. 
One course of action is to find high ground 
and mark soldiers using the INT Scope, 
hoping that the swarm of red icons hints at a 
plan of attack. If it doesn’t, you can try your 
luck against a later shift by puffing on the 
Phantom Cigar, a blend of perception-altering 
herbs that speeds up the passage of time. As 
a digital watch face blazes on the screen, the 
world enters a timelapse state, guards zipping 
in and out of position like an ant colony. 


Altering time gives you control over 
day or night assaults. Although guards are 
easier to spot in the sun, Fox Engine’s lighting 
makes Sol’s rays momentarily blinding as you 
emerge from murky interiors. At night, you’re 
at the mercy of battery-draining IR goggles, 
but face reduced numbers. The Phantom Pain 
feels like a different game in the dark — the 
gloomy shroud is enough to make you forget 
you have miles of countryside to escape to. 
Attempting to rescue an old friend from a 
cliffside village in the dead of night conjures 
the same claustrophobia as being trapped in 
the belly of a tanker, despite being a radio call 
away from a dramatic chopper extraction. 

Strategic approaches only grow more 
complex as you parachute support into the 
field. The first, D-Horse, is the quickest 
means of transport and can act as camouflage, 
Big Boss clinging to its side as it trots past 
guards. Its abilities are later trumped by a 
morphing bipedal mech, D-Walker. More 
aggressive support comes from D-Dog, an 
eyepatch-wearing hound with a taste for 
Soviet throats, and controversial sniper Quiet. 
Our time with MGSV never delivers the 


narrative justification promised for her flimsy 
outfit, but she’s a formidable ally, scouting 
outposts and setting up overwatch to snipe 
away any prying eyes on your command. 

At the heart of this tangle of kit and magic 
animal helpers is Big Boss himself, boasting 
far more abilities than his Ground Zeroes form. 
The arm lost in that game’s explosive finale is 
replaced with a prosthetic limb, capable of 
coaxing guards into shadowy corners with a 
mechanical clunk. Dropped guards can, in 
turn, be hidden in bins or toilet cubicles; 
disposal is vital in a world where patrol 
patterns change over time. And if the ground 
is too busy, you can just as easily shimmy up 
cracks in walls and jump between rooftops. 
Afghanistan’s rocky slopes make for a vertical 
playground, and Big Boss is an enjoyably 
acrobatic playmate. If you should still manage 
to fail, radioing for an attack gunship is an 
ignoble, if fun, admission of defeat. 





Strategic approaches only 
grow more complex as 
you parachute in support 





With a magical sniper, support helicopters, 
a horse awaiting parachute deployment, and 
an entire oil rig full of scientists and mercs, 
victory can seem like a foregone conclusion. 
Of course, not all victories are born equal: 
while this is the first MGS that can be played 
as an out-and-out run-and-gunner, there’s a 
stern end-of-level ranking marking you down 
for every kill. High praise is reserved for those 
that pare back to a man, his trang gun and 
cardboard box of choice. But even here you 
sense Kojima teasing you to embrace the 
chaos as you discover that cardboard shell 
now lets you pop from the lid like a jack-in- 
the-box or, if combined with a running dive, 
ridden like a toboggan. Metal Gear has long 
offered systems open to experimentation, but 
rarely has tomfoolery felt so welcome. Only 
two questions remain: can The Phantom Pain 
maintain this level of engagement throughout 
what looks to be the longest MGS campaign 
yet, and, more importantly, just what noise 
does a bear make at 125mph? Kojima 
Productions has all the answers. BM 











Requesting 
backup 

Enemy reinforcements 
are not spawned from 
magic monster closets, 
but must travel from 
nearby outposts. 
Before tackling larger 
compounds, it works 
in your favour to clear 
out the surrounding 
villages and guard 
posts to thin out any 
would-be heroes. 
Alternatively, you can 
sniff out and disable a 
garrison's comms dish, 
strangling the cry for 
help before it even 
leaves a throat. The 
more action hungry 
could also anticipate 
troop movements and 
booby trap the roads 
with landmines and 
C4, though this won't 
deter the gunships 
and tanks that 
eventually get called 
in. Of course, even 
best-laid plans can go 
awry - nothing gets 
the pulse racing like a 
hapless delivery man 
turning up on the 
scene and parking his 
truck metres away 
from a stash of 
slumbering guards. 
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STREET 


FIGH 


TER V 


Medium kick! Medium punch! 
the mind 


Is all in 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


he secret to Street Fighter’s enduring 

appeal is a simple one: it’s still Street 

Fighter. You might come to SFV having 
previously played a game in this series 20 
years ago, but while things have evolved in 
the intervening years, whatever experience 
you have is perfectly valid. You can still jump, 
still punch and kick, still throw fireballs. 
Sure, the series’ glossary has expanded vastly 
since its ’90s heyday, but the first chapter 
of any entry has been largely unchanged for 
the best part of a quarter of a century. 

So, sitting down with SFV for the first 
time, we do the logical thing: ignore the five 
other faces on the character-select screen and 
pick Ryu. We jump, we punch and kick, we 
throw fireballs, and we start to experiment. 
Before long, a thousand hours’ worth of SFIV 
muscle memory takes over and we press both 
medium attack buttons together to fend off an 
incoming projectile. As soon as we do it, we 
realise our error. This is SFV, and the Focus 
Attack is gone. But the move works out: the 
enemy fireball disappears. Ryu has a parry. 


The big lingering question about SFV 
was what Capcom had designed to be the 
replacement for SFIV’s Focus Attack. It was, 
after all, the foundation of a remarkable game, 
a mechanic whose influence permeated every 
component of the fighting system, and so was 





Capcom 
In-house, Dimps 
PC, PS4 

Japan 


Spring 


always going to take some beating. Capcom’s 
answer is the Variable system, abbreviated 
simply to ‘V? It's governed by a meter that 
fills as you get hit, and is bound to two pairs 
of inputs, each set performing a character- 
specific action. Press medium punch and 
medium kick together — the old Focus Attack 
input — and you'll trigger a V-Skill, a move 
with a unique property that costs no Variable 
or EX meter to use. Tap heavy punch and 
heavy kick, meanwhile, for a V-Trigger, which 
either turns a full Variable meter into a timer 
bar and affords buffs and moveset tweaks 
until it runs out, or depletes a chunk of 
meter in exchange for a single move. 

And it is here that recognisable characters 
break free of their archetypes. Charlie Nash 
spends his V-Trigger one chunk at a time on 
teleports that see him reappear in front, above 
or behind his opponent, depending on the 
direction pressed in addition to the button 
input. Chun-Li's V-Trigger makes all her 
special moves contain double the hits, and so 
double the damage, of the normal version; 
Cammy's become faster and safer. Like the 
Ultra meter, your V bar will reset at the start 
of the next round; you can't take it with you, 
so you might as well use it. Unlike the Ultra, 
it's not an all-or-nothing situation. You can't 
just fling it out in the hope of a cinematic that 
does 50 per cent damage and takes the » 





TOP Critical Arts may be this 
game's equivalent of Super 
Combos, powered by a meter 
that fills as you deal — rather 
than take — damage, but 
have borrowed a few cues 
from SFIV's Ultra too, playing 
out over lavish cinematics. 
ABOVE Cammy's new look — 
she's no baby-faced anime 
girl here — is reflective of 
what currently seems to be 
a more western art style. 
That may change when the 
action breaks free from 
Kings Cross, admittedly. 
RIGHT Despite what you see 
here, the thickly inked look 
of the announcement trailer 
has been pared back in the 
game's first playable build 











At first, Ryu feels similar to 
his SFIV form, though we 
began to tease out little 
differences over time, such 
as a three-hit chain combo 
ending with a knockdown 
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round, knowing it's curtains if you miss. 
Conceptually, it's closer to Marvel Vs Capcom 
3's X- Factor than SFIV's Ultra, unleashed 
mid-combo to amplify damage or to force 
your opponent to back off. 

Since they're governed by a bar that fills 
as you take damage, V-Triggers only come 
into play in the second half of rounds, but 
V-Skills are meterless and in effect from the 
off. Ryu has his parry, while Bison and Nash 
can absorb projectiles, the former returning it 
to sender if you hold the buttons, the latter 
converting it to EX meter. Chun-Li launches 
into the air at a 45-degree angle, hits on the 
way up, and can follow the move with a 
jumping attack. Cammy's is the Quick Spin 
Knuckle, which passes through projectiles. 
Birdie, unseen since the Alpha games until 
the surprise announcement at Sony's E3 
conference, has three V-Skills, selected by 
holding different directions on the stick. He 
chugs an energy drink then uses the can as a 
projectile, eats a banana then throws the skin 
on the floor as a trap, and eats a doughnut 
that hastens his V-meter gain. 


Yes, Birdie's a big unit, with a jiggly gut, 
a V-Trigger that starts with him munching a 
chili pepper and a win pose involving a giant 
doughnut covered in chocolate, but he's far 
from your common-or-garden brawler. While 
a selection of command throws mean he's 
lethal up close, he's surprisingly effective 
from range, with a bike-chain attack that grabs 
opponents from afar and can be deployed at 
different angles to catch jump-ins. Hold the 
button and he'll stand still, swinging the 
chain, inviting his opponent to guess whether 
it's the straight version or the diagonal one 
he'll unleash. With a charging headbutt that 
can be cancelled into an enormously damaging 
Critical Art (the new name for Supers), he's 
far from the comedy novelty act his look and 
moveset design suggest. 

He is also far from the only character 
capable of big damage output: everything hits 
hard. This is nothing new for a vanilla entry 
in a Street Fighter — health bars in the first 
SFIV evaporated just as quickly — but here 
they are accompanied by the weightiest hit 
animations yet seen. While the decision to 
use Unreal Engine 4 raises worrying questions 


about the state of Capcom's Panta Rhei, 
there's no faulting SFV in motion: Street 
Fighter has never looked so good, and its cast 
of combatants have never hit or been hit with 
such force and finesse. Those signature 
Capcom hit pauses are used to fine effect, 
while counter hits — where an attack beats an 
opponent's during its wind-up animation — 
send the opponent reeling, with one Ryu 
fierce punch spinning Nash right round, 
pushing him back a few paces and causing 
those in attendance to wince. 

In the context of yet another E3 dominated 
by CGI trailers, playing four hours of SFV 
feels like a lot, but really it is nothing at all. 
The surprises come thick and fast — Bison, 
for instance, has no Psycho Crusher in open 
play (it’s part of his Critical Art) and can only 
teleport during V-Trigger — and take some 
adjusting to. We have barely scratched the 
surface of the Variable system, and the finer 





Capcom’s got the basics down: 
this is Street Fighter all kitted 
out for a new generation 





details will not become apparent until the 
game is in the hands of the masses. A three- 
part public beta — the first bit of which kicks 
off inJuly — will help with that, since Capcom 
will be using it to not only test its new 
Kagemusha netcode, but also glean valuable 
data about the game's balance based on player 
actions and feedback. 

Those will be essential in what might just 
be Capcom and Dimps' biggest balancing act 
yet. Since SFIII's Universal Overhead, those 
two medium attack buttons have been used 
for a single move for the whole cast. Now 
everyone has their own, as well as bespoke 
V-Triggers, meaning this is far more than 
a case of balancing normals, Supers and 
specials. But first impressions are really 
positive. Four hours may be nothing in the 
scheme of things, but Capcom's got the basics 
down: this is Street Fighter all spruced up and 
kitted out for a new generation. It looks great, 
feels right, and there is enormous potential in 
its new systems. Cancel Christmas; all we 
want from Santa is next spring. Bl 





Super Street 
Fighter Tour 


Capcom is billing 

this as 'the biggest 
corporate partnership 
in fighting game 
history', and while it's 
certainly of great 
importance to Sony, 
the Street Fighter 
maker is also working 
closely with Twitch 

on the tournament 
side. The Capcom Pro 
Tour is a framework 
built on top of 16 
major tournaments 
around the world. The 
winners of each, the 
next-highest 15 on 
the leaderboard and 
last year's champion, 
Yusuke Momochi, will 
travel to San Francisco 
in December for the 
most lucrative contest 
in fighting game 
history. A $500,000 
prize pool has seen 
the biggest names 
travel the world in 
search of ranking 
points, and the 
standard of play has 
rocketed - the grand 
finals set between 
Momochi and Daigo 
Umehara at May's 
Stunfest has to be 
seen to be believed. 


TOP Cammy's moveset will 

be immediately familiar to 
experienced hands, but the 
EX version of her Cannon 
Strike dive move now knocks 
the opponent to the floor. 
MAIN The London stage is set 
in a train station. Beefeaters, 
punks and — as Capcom's 

PR points out — a lone chav 
will wander around behind 
you, while the departure 
board offers connections 

to the likes of Holyhead, 
Norwich and Dover. 

RIGHT Nash is a far more 
mobile fighter than Guile, 
with Flash Kick-like flips and 
a forward leaping punch that 
can ping him about stages at 
speed. Most of his specials, 
including his projectile, use 
quarter-circle motions 


TOP With his huge, wobbly, 
exposed gut, Birdie is likely 
to offend the same people 
grossed out by SFIV's Rufus. 
ABOVE CENTRE During his 
V-Trigger, Ryu can charge 
up a fireball if you hold the 
punch button down; when 
fully charged, it'll break 

an opponent's guard. His 
Critical Art changes, too, to 
SFill's Denjin Hadouken, the 
fully charged version of 
which is an instant dizzy. 
ABOVE Bison has lost his 
teleport and Psycho Crusher, 
which were his two best 
tools for escaping pressure 
in SFIV. All of his dashes 
become teleports during 
his V-Trigger, however 
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JUST C 


AUSE 3 


Avalanche hands players a bigger world and 
new toys to liberate the series’ liberator 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


s Avalanche producer Omar Shakir 

tells us, a big part of blowing anything 

up is creating context. It feels apropos, 
then, that we should clarify that he’s talking 
about the art of scaling up the fidelity and 
size of an open world, although he might just 
as easily be referring to the satisfaction of 
triggering really, really big explosions. 

Just Cause 2 certainly wasn’t short of 
pyrotechnics, but Just Cause 3 ups the stakes 
to eyebrow-singeing new levels. During our 
initial minutes with the game, we parachute 
returning protagonist Rico Rodriguez down 
into an occupied cliffside village and set about 
cleansing it of dictator General Di Ravello’s 
iconography and materiel. A police station 
riddled with oppressive forces is all but razed 
before we throw open the gates to the local 
resistance fighters inspired by our efforts. We 
then topple a billboard or two and an array of 
propaganda-spewing speakers, before turning 
to the Di Ravello statue at the town’s centre. 

By this point, the area is swarming with 
armed forces, several jeeps and a tank. We’re 
standing brazenly in the middle of the street 
taking heavy fire, and there are only so many 
more bullets Rico’s remarkably resilient body 
can accommodate. It’s not looking good. 
That’s when the gunship appears. Without 
pause, we tether one end of a cable to the 
stone monstrosity and the other to the 
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Avalanche Studios 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 
Sweden, US 
December 2015 


helicopter before taking advantage of Rico’s 
newfound ability to change the tension of his 
grapple lines. As we squeeze the trigger, the 
doomed chopper tilts towards our now ever- 
so-slightly leaning target as both lose a battle 
with the shortening cable. When the pair 
collide, the explosion is immense, shattering 
the statue and tearing apart the metal bird as 
flaming debris rains down on our street-level 
aggressors. But then a second wave of flame 
engulfs the screen as we walk calmly towards 
the camera, our inner thrill junkie sated for 
the length of time it takes to strut to the edge 





of the escarpment for a celebratory base jump. 


In other words, Just Cause 3 is exhilarating 
and, thanks to the greatly increased potential 
for creative destruction offered by Rico’s 
expanded toolset and abilities, also likely to 
hold your attention for much longer than the 
quickly repetitive Just Cause 2. Avalanche is 
aware that the appeal of its series lies in its 
capacity for player expression, but just as 
clear that Just Cause 2’s pool of ideas was a 
little too shallow to sustain that. 

“That was a big part of the update for Just 
Cause 3,” Shakir says. “Obviously we wanted a 
world as big as Just Cause 2, because players 
love that, but we focused more on density.” 

One of the studio’s thickening agents is a 
concoction of vastly improved AI (both for 
opponents and civilians) and random world > 





Producer Omar Shakir 








JUST CAUSE 3 


events. We encounter one early on: a military 
4x4 vehicle carrying a captured resistance 
fighter passes through a town we're currently 
terrorising. We could let it continue, but 
don't. Ramming it off the road and doing away 
with the driver attracts reinforcements, but 
we successfully defend the rebel, mop up her 
pursuers and let her go on her way. 

“We've added that minute-to-minute 
gameplay that stitches together all the 
[sandbox potential] that's already there to 
help remove the negative space that players 
may have felt in Just Cause 2,” Shakir explains. 
“In Just Cause 3, if you see something in the 
world, you can go ahead and poke it. And if 
you can poke it, it will react to you. We don’t 
really place any restrictions on the player like, 
‘Oh, we're gating this for a later time’ You can 
travel to [every] region right from the get-go. 
You may not have the tools you need to take 
on the advanced military there, but you can 





“If you see something in the 
world, you can poke it. If you 
poke it, it will react to you” 





definitely go and try. Our additions to AI, our 
different biomes, the way we’ve sculpted the 
world, and the dense pockets of gameplay 
[such as] roadside encounters — hopefully all 
of this together creates a much more fluid, 
denser experience for the player.” 


Avalanche is intent on stripping back 
the traditional restrictions that games place 
on players. There’s still a progression curve to 
follow, and you’ll still unlock new items and 
vehicles, but once you’ve done that, they’re 
just a confetti-filled airdrop away. You'll build 
up to being able to place five pieces of C4 at 
once, but you'll never run out of explosives. 
And, most enjoyably of all, you're no longer 
limited to a miserly single grapple line — 

now you have three to play with. 

The additional lines allow you to set up a 
three-strand web of potential destruction, 
before gleefully tensioning all the cables at 
once and plunging the area into bedlam. 
Vehicles, even tanks, fly off the ground and 
into radar dishes; fuel tanks buckle and bow 


to each other before rupturing in a ten-storey 
mushroom cloud. The versatility and strength 
of Rico's new grapple lines, along with his 
bottomless rucksack of sticky bombs, means 
that you'll never find yourself out of options 
— a common problem in Just Cause 2 when 
your gun clicks empty. 

“Tt’s part of our new cascading destruction 
system,” Shakir explains. “When you take 
something that’s destructible and either 
tether it, pull it or smash a vehicle into it, 
it will become fully physicalised and interact 
with the world. So depending on what you’ve 
done, you’ll see a ripple effect that you might 
not have expected. That was important to us, 
because finding and destroying Chaos objects 
is a big part of the Just Cause series, so making 
them more dynamic and interesting to play 
with is giving the player a different story 
every time they’ve destroyed a fuel tank. 
Personally, I’ve yet to destroy one using 
ammo, but [I’ve done it by] ramming a vehicle 
into it, tethering one to the other, lifting it 
with a helicopter and dropping it over a base... 
All those options are now possibilities, 
whereas before they really weren’t.” 

Another deferential nod to players’ time 
is that base destruction is saved even if you 
travel to the other side of the map and back. 
Tire of liberating a particular village? Fine, 
pop back later after you’ve spent some time 
surfing planes or spelunking in the game’s 
cave network and pick up where you left off. 
Avalanche has seen fit to respawn its violently 
explosive petrol stations for you, however. 

And getting around this colourful 
playground using Rico’s parachute is more 
enjoyable, and considerably easier, thanks 
to those tensioning lines — you can launch 
yourself up to speed rapidly, and aiming 
at and firing on ground targets isn’t the 
headache-inducing mess it once was. But 
Rico’s expanded freedom is exemplified by 
the new wingsuit. Tap triangle or Y at any 
time, and he will turn into a human missile, 
thundering down mountains and through 
valleys. That one wingsuit challenge, in which 
we had to fly through aerial checkpoints, kept 
us occupied for a good half an hour of the 
time we spent with the game is encouraging 
evidence of the deeper take on Just Cause 
that Avalanche is promising. W 





Talk good 


Just Cause 2's voice 
acting and writing 
were memorable, but 
not always for the 
right reasons. From 
the snippets of 
dialogue we catch 
during our time with 
the sequel, there's 
reason to hope for 
something a little less 
smirk-inducing this 
time around. "The 
sensibilities of the 
studio have matured 
just a little bit, and 
we heard people's 
feedback about how 
the characters were 
too campy,” Shakir 
says. “So we dialled it 
back without losing 
the character we had 
in the previous Just 
Cause, because we're 
quite fond of the 
colourfulness of our 
characters. But 
perhaps their delivery 
could be improved 
upon, so that it's a 
little bit more 
deliberate and less 
comical. So there's 
deliberate humour 
and campiness now, 
and less of the 
accidental stuff you 
may have observed!" 





TOP Just Cause 3's explosions 
are lovingly rendered, and 
linger long enough for you 
to drink in your handiwork. 
RIGHT Vehicle handling has 
been much improved, thanks 
to former Criterion staff. 
Flowers, grass and other 
plants can be crushed under 
your wheels, so leaving crop 
circles is within your means. 
BELOW "We try to find the 
perfect balance of freedom, 
creativity and fun," Shakir 
says. "That's in the studio's 
DNA: player freedom and 

a great sandbox first, then 
everything else will follow" 




















TOP The wingsuit is an 
exhilarating addition to 
Rico's moveset. Swapping 
between it and his parachute 
can keep you airborne for 
extended periods of time. 
ABOVE The scale of Just 
Cause 3's destruction is 
breathtaking, the new 
engine showcasing your 
excessive force beautifully 
once the sun begins to set 
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LEFT Yooka is taller 
and leaner than in his 
original design. By 


contrast, Laylee hasn't 
changed much at all. 
The finished game may 
not entirely reflect the 
concept art, but its 
leads certainly will 





YOOKA- 


LAYLEE 


The Kickstarted return of a long-lost style of 3D 
platforming is a Rare treat in every sense 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


ost crowdfunding campaigns launch 

amid an atmosphere of hope rather 

than expectation. As a spiritual 
successor to Banjo-Kazooie in development 
at a studio staffed almost exclusively by Rare 
alumni, Yooka-Laylee was as sure a bet as 
you’ll find on Kickstarter, and so it was little 
surprise when it quickly passed a modest 
£175,000 target. No one, however, predicted 
that it would do so in 40 minutes. 

The studio had bargained on its stretch 
goals lasting for the duration of the campaign, 
the conclusion of which was set to coincide 
with the back end of E3 — a choice, creative 
lead Gavin Price tells us, made to capitalise 
on any hoped-for announcements that didn’t 
materialise. Yet the final stretch goal of £1 
million, which guaranteed a simultaneous 
release on all current consoles, was breached 
in just 24 hours. Playtonic had to scramble to 
create fresh goals, and when we visit, backers 
have already funded a fully orchestrated score 
and Yooka-Laylee is well on its way to the £2 
million tally that will make a slice of full- 
priced DLC available for free to backers. 

There’s still quite a way to go until those 
backers get their hands on the surrogate 
Banjo-Threeie they yearn for, though. Roughly 
three months’ work went into the gameplay 
footage shown off in the campaign, and while 
the pre-alpha build we play shows Playtonic 





Playtonic Games 
In-house 

PC, PS4, Xbox One, Wii U 
UK 

October 2016 


hasn’t just been watching that pledge total 
tick upwards in the interim, the real work 
won't begin until the campaign is over. 
Nonetheless, it's apparent Yooka-Laylee is 
the work of a studio playing to its strengths. 
Shut your eyes and the marimba-led music 
and nonsense-babble of the two leads could 
convince you someone had surreptitiously 
plugged in an N64. You're guiding a bat-and- 
chameleon duo, rather than a bear and a bird, 
but the rest cleaves closely to the design doc 
of '98, with large, open levels that make space 
for a focus on exploration, gentle platforming 
and breadcrumb trails of collectibles. A jingle 
sounds as you pick up these shiny blue-and- 
gold coins patterned with the universally 
recognised symbol for play — a pun on the 
studio's name, with a colour scheme that 
demonstrates a desire to embrace its heritage. 


The two leads are immediately appealing, 
though Yooka has already transformed from 
tiger to chameleon to fit the versatile moveset 
Price envisaged. There aren't many chameleon 
heroes in games, but character art director 
Steve Mayles (the man responsible for Banjo 
and Kazooie) was careful to ensure his new 
creations stood out in other ways, too. 

“T always try to come up with unique 
features,” he tells us, gesturing to Yooka's 
three-pronged crest on an early piece of » 
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Experienced composer 
David Wise is happy to 
be working alongside 
his former colleagues 
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TOP For now, the game's 
basic enemies appear in 
mobs, though they're easily 
dealt with despite their 
numbers — a swift swipe 
of Yooka’s tail is enough 
to send several tumbling. 
ABOVE A friendly snake 
named Trowzer represents 
a fairly crude bit of 
innuendo, though he does 
have more than one eye. 
“That wasn’t intentional,” 
character designer Steve 
Mayles says with a smile. 
“It's just my bad art skills” 


TOP The studio considered 
many designs for the main 
collectables before settling 
on these — others looked 
messy in clusters when seen 
from afar. Nintendo may yet 
take issue with Playtonic 
calling them Play Coins. 
MAIN The team is enjoying 
having more control over its 
designs now. "You can build 
a character to your own 
specifications," Mayles tells 
us. "In a triple-A studio, 
that'd be four specialised 
jobs, whereas here we 

can do it all ourselves." 

LEFT The ability to quickly 
iterate within Unity helped 
Playtonic complete this night 
stage for its Kickstarter 
campaign in an afternoon. 
Environments will be more 
expansive in the final game 








. . 
Jinglies 
Long-time Rare 
collaborators Grant 
Kirkhope and David 
Wise have already 
been recruited for 
soundtrack duties. 
Kirkhope's jaunty 
jungle theme plays as 
we guide Yooka and 
Laylee around an 
attractive, in-progress 
environment, and it 
turns out we're doing 
so from Wise's chair — 
he's in the studio 
doing technical work 
on sound effects. And 
if it seems Wise has 
been unusually busy 
recently, he's keen to 
explain he's never 
been short of work, 
alluding to having 
scored several games 
that were never 
released. A snatch of 
his Yooka-Laylee score 
suggests an attempt 
to recapture a familiar 
sound using modern 
tools. "It's almost 
inverse logic," he says. 
"A lot of processing 
goes into making 

it sound retro." 








YOOKAAYLEE 


concept art. “Over time, that got hollowed 
out at the back, so that [Laylee] could 
fit inside, almost like a little cockpit.” 

The pair are adorably animated as well. 
Yooka leans his bulbous head to the side in 
response to your analogue stick nudges, while 
a double-jump move sees Laylee flapping 
furiously to carry her ally. An amusing idle 
animation, meanwhile, sees Laylee distract 
Yooka by dangling a wing over one eye, before 
hovering around and playfully biting his crest. 
That alone took Mayles a week to produce. 
“The bar is a lot higher now than in the 
N64 days,” he says. “Back then, it was 600 
polygons for a character; now it’s 600 for an 
eye. You're expected to do much more. It was 
easy when you could design, model and 
animate a character in a week and then move 
onto the next one, whereas now that process 
might take a month. So it's a challenge to keep 
the number of characters high so that there's 





"Back then, it was 600 
polygons for a character; 
now it’s 600 for an eye" 





plenty of them to [encounter] in the game, 
but at the same time maintain that quality.” 
Indeed, while the aim is to capture the 
spirit of the N64 era, Playtonic has more 
ambitious plans for Yooka-Laylee. The main 
hub environment will be expandable, with the 
game's Pagie collectables (twice referred to as 
Jiggies during our visit) unlocking new areas. 
And the equivalent of Jinjos will, Price says, 
“be more involved" Mayles elaborates: 
“Initially, we were going to have one ghost in 
different colours; now we've got five different 
types that you have to do different things 
[to catch]. There's a cloaked one you reveal 
with the bat's sonar, a scary one that's always 
going to attack you, one with a big mouth 
that you'll probably have to throw something 
in, a standard one, and, finally, this wispy one, 
who'll be hard to get." Environments will also 
be ability-gated, with Yooka and Laylee's skills 
expanding far beyond a tongue-grapple and 
sonar. None of these ideas is hugely novel, but 
it's evident the team is keen for the game not 
to degenerate into a mindless collectathon. 


There will be items to pick up, in other words, 
but they'll be more meaningfully integrated. 

What we've seen is merely a promising 
start, but the team has already achieved a 
surprising amount in a relatively short time. 
Senior software engineer Jens Restemeier 
attributes the speed at which Playtonic was 
able to make that gameplay teaser to the 
immediacy and flexibility of Unity. “It’s the 
first engine where you can load up the editor, 
put some objects in and just play around with 
them immediately,” he says. “It gives us Xbox 
support, PlayStation support, and Wii U 
support. We would not be at this stage if 
we'd had to make our own engine.” 

Even with Unity's help, Price admits that 
Playtonic will require extra manpower to meet 
a planned October 2016 release. With some 
private funding in place, it has more than 
the Kickstarter money to play around with, 
though it's under no illusions that to achieve 
the level of quality and polish it's seeking will 
require substantial effort. It does no harm, of 
course, that the core team members already 
know each other very well, and have years of 
experience within the genre from which to 
draw. Not only that, but the prospect of 
working long hours and enduring late-night 
finishes is naturally more appealing when the 
project is entirely your own. *We have that 
creative autonomy now,” Price says. “Everyone 
just comes in and does their job and there's 
that level of trust [between us]. It's taken a 
long time to get the right mix of people, but 
we've got guys who are experts at making this 
kind of game. And hopefully, if we get a big 
hit, we can expand the team even more" W 








Playtonic has received some 
unexpected feedback from 
its backers. "We've had 
emails from people saying, 
'| really hope you don't show 
us anything else,” says 
Chris Sutherland, project 
director and the studio's 
software engineer. "They 
want to be surprised when 
[Yooka-Laylee] comes out" 
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idetaka Miyazaki is not best pleased. For 
the second year running, the president of 
FromSoftware, one of the most relentlessly 
secretive videogame studios on the planet, 
has seen his new game leaked ahead of 
time. Last year, it was Bloodborne that 
slipped out onto the Internet from parts 
unknown days ahead of its E3 unveiling on 
Sony's stage; this year, it was Dark Souls Ill 
that was spread across the web in even 
more detail than Miyazaki had intended to 
give away, just days before a planned 
debut at Microsoft's press conference. Sony 
published Bloodborne, and Bandai Namco will do likewise for Dark 
Souls Ill, though we doubt anyone at his new games publisher would 
have had the strength of will to point out to him that the only constant 
in both leaks is his own studio. Miyazaki, cheery and giggly as he is 





in person, is not the sort of person you want to upset. Our interview 
with him is on, then off, then on again, and off and on a few more 
times. First, he is available throughout the week of E3, then for a day, 
then for just an afternoon. Eventually, we pin him down and find that 
Miyazaki, a man whose love of secrets is plain not from just the way 
he talks, but the very lifeblood that runs through the games he 
releases, feels even less inclined to show his hand than usual. 

There is so much we want to — and do — ask. We want to talk to 
him about healing in Dark Souls Ill, following a gradual move away 
from the first games slow swigs of a finite Estus flask to a stock of 
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DOZEN-SMOUGHS-AND-ORNSTEINS 


speedy consumables in Dark Souls Il and Bloodborne. We want to 
discuss his new games use of bonfires, a precious resource in Dark 
Souls that became more abundant in the sequel. We're interested in 
enemy resurrection, too, after Dark Souls I's controversial mechanic 

of having foes stop spawning once you'd killed them a certain number 
of times. But he's not ready yet. 


You get the impression that he never really will be, that Miyazaki 
would quite happily put his games on store shelves without ever 
saying a word about them. He is the sort to sit in a publishing meeting 
and ask if he really needs to make a tutorial or instruction manual. The 
more time you spend in his company, the more you begin to realise 
why his games are so defined by their resolute obliqueness. He wants 
his games to speak for themselves when they're in your hands — and 
even then only to a point, leaving your imagination, and a million 
forum threads, YouTube musings and wiki entries to fill in the spaces 
between his delicately constructed characters, lands and lore. All of 
which makes the process of getting a grip on a work-in-progress 
Miyazaki production particularly difficult. With his annoyance at the 
leak further staying his hand and stiffening his tongue, there are times 
when getting details out of Hidetaka Miyazaki feels like fighting a 
dozen Smoughs and Ornsteins, in a poison lake, at a cliffs edge, in 
the bowels of the pitch-black Tomb Of The Giants. What he doesn't 
realise is that across Demon's Souls, Dark Souls and Bloodborne, — 
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"Certain boss encounters adopt techniques that may seem familiar," Miyazaki says, pondering the 
appearance of a dragon. "However, that doesn't mean we're looking to repeat mannerisms for the 
sake of it. Even when a boss uses a particular style, it is to create an advanced, impressive battle" 


Given that Bloodborne DLC is in production alongside Dark 
Souls Ill, and that Miyazaki also serves as the president of 
FromSoftware, it's difficult to imagine how he finds the time to 
sleep. "I don't dislike being so busy," he says. "It's stimulating 
for me as a game developer. When | received the news that I 
would be the company president, though, I could hardly believe 
my eyes. In my mind | was like, ‘Seriously?’ The reason | can 
serve in all of these roles is because of the support from others. 
Internal staff and the production director support me, and I 
have a lot of support from our parent company, Kadokawa. 

To be honest, | feel that other people indulge me. | think I’m 
very fortunate and blessed. I’m thankful for all of the support." 
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Boss-sized enemies are being designed in order to be more difficult to 
read, but even more regularly proportioned foes are intended to provide 
an increased challenge this time around. Changing your stance is therefore 
a crucial consideration, giving you multiple ways to approach enemies 

















he's coached into us a certain stubbornness. An insistence that we 
will prevail is instilled within us now. We just about do. 

Yes, Miyazaki is directing, but this has not been his project from 
beginning to end. It entered the prototype phase around two years 
ago, while Miyazaki and his Dark Souls team were hard at work on 
Bloodborne. With Sony's Shuhei Yoshida confirming that Bloodborne 
DLC is in the works, it may seem Miyazaki is directing the Dark Souls 
Il team here, but that isn't quite the case. "FromSoftware doesn't have 
a strictly connected team system," he tells us. "The team is optimised 
for each product; there’s no shifting of entire teams between the 
previous product and the next. New staff joined us after Bloodborne, 
or after Dark Souls II's DLC. It feels like a new team to me." 

He has a new co-director, too, in Isamu Okano, who headed up 
2012 Kinect experiment Steel Battalion: Heavy Armor. Okano is 
looking after day-to-day operations and managing the team while 
Miyazaki is in charge of world design and mechanics. What, then, 
of Dark Souls II's two directors, Tomohiro Shibuya and Yui Tanimura? 
We get nothing on the former, but the latter is still very much involved. 
"Tanimura is doing some map designs with me, and he's giving me 
advice on how we should manage bringing across some elements 
from Dark Souls Il. While | was a supervisor on Dark Souls Il, | made 
sure to keep my distance, so his advice is very valuable to me.” 

The most common criticism levelled at Dark Souls Il concerns its 
approach to leveHolevel coherence, which contrasts against that of 
the first game in the series. Dark Souls I's Drangleic didn't have the 
coherency of the worldbuilding in the games Miyazaki directed 
personally; it was bigger, perhaps, but flatter, more diverse but less 
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cogent, a bunch of dramatically varied areas laid end to end instead 
of smartly folding back on themselves and each other. In Dark Souls II 
you took a 30-second elevator ride to a mountaintop patrolled by 
dragons and then warped back to the Majula hub; in Dark Souls, you 
kicked down a ladder to an area you'd left hours earlier, a moment of 
such brilliant power that not even all the wyverns in Drangleic could 
match it. "The world design," Miyazaki says, “is similar to Dark Souls 
or Bloodborne." In person and in his games, he has a flair for saying 
just enough and no more. That will do nicely. 


After that, getting something out of him on the setting and story 
seems unlikely, but he proves surprisingly forthcoming — relatively 
speaking, of course. Miyazaki, like many Japanese developers, relays 
concepts through keywords, and one of Dark Souls Ill's is ‘the end’. 
He does not intend for this to be the closing part of a trilogy; instead, 
he means that the world itself is approaching its end, something that's 
signalled visually by a washed-out sun we see being worshipped by 
desperate undead as the hero struts past along ramparts and rooftops. 
The world itself, Miyazaki says, is shared with Dark Souls and its 
direct sequel, though given the extent to which those two games' 
worlds differed, that may not mean much. There is, however, a 
stronger narrative tie here to the first Dark Souls, revealed in the trailer 
shown on Microsoft's stage. It ended with the resurrection of a Lord 

Of Cinder - a general, symbolic term, we're told, but one that » 
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raises questions about the central antagonist. Could this mean the 
return of Gwyn, final boss of Dark Souls? Or the person who killed 
him? In Dark Souls Ill, could we really be setting out to destroy our 
Dark Souls selves? Miyazaki is, of course, not about to give that one 
away ("If Dark Souls was the story of killing a god, Dark Souls III will 
be the story of killing a lord,” he says; days later, we're no closer to 
parsing that one), but we certainly wouldn't put it past him. 

Thankfully, he is a little more open about the mechanics - it would 
be hard for him not to be, given that the game is running on a big 
screen in front of us. At first glance, it's Dark Souls’ look and feel 
married to Bloodborne's production values, a conglomerate of 
everything that Miyazaki learned while making his PS4 exclusive and 
everything that he loves about the series with which he made his 
name. “Personally, the experience of sinking deep into [Bloodborne's] 
Gothic, cosmic horror made me rediscover the charm of a fantasy 
setting," he says. “I wanted the chance to observe its characteristics 
from a different perspective. I think that experience could be what 
makes Dark Souls Ill feel unique." 


There are traces of Bloodborne in the combat, too. While the 
new hero is no Hunter, he certainly seems more agile than before. The 
backstep in particular has been sped up, and a longsword is swung 
more quickly too, with no apparent damage penalty (though enemy 
health bars — along with the entire HUD — have been disabled here, 
just as they were at last year's Bloodborne unveiling). That increased 
fluidity is mirrored in the weaponset as well; we find a scimitar on 

a corpse later in the demo that is, in fact, a pair, and when dual 


Naturally, exploring these environments 
is at its most fraught when you're alone, 
but the game will allow you to team up 
with other players. Invasions, meanwhile, 
will have more in common with previous 
Souls systems than that of Bloodborne 
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wielding them, the protagonist strikes with a level of grace and speed 
unmatched in previous Souls games. They can also be deployed in a 
spin attack, a tornado of flashing steel that, when properly timed to 
account for its wind-up animation and correctly spaced to allow for 
the step forward at the start, can clear a fourstrong mob of enemies. 
That move - the logically, if rather unimaginatively, titled Spin — is 
powered by a new core mechanic, dubbed Ready Stance. It's a pose 
you can enter from which new types of attacks are launched. With a 
ongsword equipped, for instance, the 
resulting attack is a forward-moving swipe 
hat hits with enough force to break through 
an opponent's guard; later, we'll use a 
greatsword for a charging upward slash that 
aunches an enemy into the air, slams then 
back to the ground and deals enormous 
damage in the process. Not all the changes 
are about hitting hard: the shortbow can now 
be used to speedily chip away at an enemy's 
health from mid-range while locked on 
(adherents to a rangier, more precise school 
of archery can stick to the longbow]. Overall, 
here's been a clear focus on improving the 
range of attacks at your disposal, and the 
damage you can dish out. That, inevitably, 
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comes at a cost; this isn't just about Miyazaki giving the player more 
tools in combat, but also giving him justification to ratchet 
up the challenge further still. 

With no idea of whereabouts in the game the demo is pulled 
from, Miyazaki telling us that the difficulty has been toned down to 
ensure his E3 audience sees as much of what he has to show as 
possible, and the removal of the HUD meaning that we can't see how 
hard opponents hit, it's hard to gauge the precise extent to which the 
odds have been restacked against us. But on this alHoo-brief showing, 
the focus appears to be a return to the Dark Souls approach, where 
single enemies or small groups approach from unexpected angles, 
rather than Dark Souls Itstyle mobs that rush you from the front. 

What these opponents lack in number they make up for with raw 
aggression, but these are no brainless chargers, fighting smartly 
instead and attacking in unexpected ways. One spear-wielding 

night, for example, stops poking at us from behind its shield and 
closes in with a two-handed dash attack instead. 

There are signs, too, of a desire to introduce Bloodbornestyle 
jump scares. As we pass by a group of Hollows praying harmlessly to 
he corpses of the fallen, they are suddenly engulfed in black, liquid 
smoke and a grotesque, indefinable black mass appears. There's a 
ace in there somewhere, as well as a bloodied claw, but despite his 
extended health bar, our hero quickly succumbs, slumping dead to the 
loor. Miyazaki apologises for the interruption; we respawn at the last 








bonfire, head off in a different direction using a shortcut opened 
especially for the show, and head straight for the area boss. 
Unsurprisingly, the Dancer Of The Frigid Valley doesn't mess about 
either, swinging a long, curved, flaming sword that's one of several 
fine showcases of FromSoftware's drastically overhauled fire tech. 
The flames look fantastic, both here and in an earlier encounter where 
a dragon sat on a rampart and scorched the ground below with a 
sweeping breath of fire. Get hit by an attack that burns, and you're 
set ablaze for a few seconds; evade and the scenery takes the blow 
instead. Dancers cathedral arena becomes progressively more aflame 
as the fight progresses, pillars that you've used to put space between 
you surrounded by licking flame as you plan your next move. Halfway 
through the fight, Dancer pulls out a second sword enveloped in the 
same dark magic as our horrid amorphous foe from before. She gains 
an AOE attack too, and it's not long before our hero falls again, the 
big screen fading to black as it transpires that our time is up. 


As ever with a Miyazaki game, we've at once seen plenty and 
nothing at all. When you know the man's work this well, the scantest 
details can prove tremendously instructive, but with that knowledge 
comes the inevitable realisation that you are merely dealing with 


surface details. Yet with each new game, it becomes a little more 
straightforward — something that must be a challenge to a man who 
prizes secrecy yet here finds himself working, after Bloodbornes shift 
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of thematic and mechanical tone, back on more welltrodden ground. 
ls Miyazaki not tempted to subvert expectations by disregarding the 
things players have come to expect from Dark Souls to ensure he 
maintains the capacity to surprise them? 

"To us, these things might seem like nothing special, but there must 
be a reason they're so well appreciated. We can't disregard them,” 
Miyazaki says. “It's a difficult question, and we answer it on a case- 
by-case basis, but this is a sequel — we must keep the attractive or 
good points of previous titles. We may reinforce certain things [or 
change them], but never remove them." 

Miyazaki often sounds like a man puzzled by his success. On the 
eve of Bloodborne's release, he was modest to a fault at the notion of 
FromSoftware's games being popular. Even now — after that game's 
feat of selling through over a million units — he finds it hard to accept. 
Here, at last, comes what feels like true, unfettered honesty. “I don't 
think |, myself, have fans," he says. "I think players demand simple, 
interesting and worthy games. If the games l've directed or designed 
have met those demands, l've been very lucky. What l'm thinking is, | 
want to make as many games as possible while my luck's in." Maybe 
one day he'll be lucky enough to keep one under wraps until he's 
ready to talk about it. He might not have been able to announce Dark 
Souls Ill on his own terms, but it's clearly a game being driven by his 
careful hand. Those millions of fans, whether he realises it or not, 
wouldn't have it any other way. lI 
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virtual 
realities 





How will VR realise its potential? What control innovations are required? 
And what is the ideal VR game? We gather four experts to find out 


By Ben MaxwtLL 


heres a temptation to be 
l guarded, of Having 
publicly imploded once already, 
virtual reality could easily follow 
he same trajectory as 3D cinema 
| — a comeback far more muted 
han first predicted. This time 
around, the hardware is more powerful and 
more affordable, but are things really any 
different? We Are Formation co-founder Jon 
Reidy, Radial-G producer Sam Watts, Psytec 
Games' Jon Hibbins, and Roto VR 
co-founder Elliot Myers join us to 
unpick some of the tangled issues tied 
into VR's second coming. 


course. 





There's a great deal of hype about 
the potential of virtual reality, but 
do you think the tech is ready to 
live up to that promise? 

Jon Hibbins Well, there's been rea 
breakthroughs in tech recently. Vive is 
phenomenal, and has broken ground 
on the quality of presence. [VR has] 
reached the point where I totally 
believe it's just a matter of time, and o 
getting this in front of people. And 
hat's a big change for me over the pas 
wo years, really, getting to that point. 
Sam Watts Yeah, I agree. Trying the 
Vive with the Lighthouse system and 
being able to move around with super- 

ow latency, the step up is huge. A case in 
point is that when you sit down and the 
guy hands you the controller, a virtual 
representation of the controller comes 
owards you. Because you’ve got the headset 
on, you can’t see, but you reach out and 
instinctively know exactly where it is. 

JH [Vive's controllers] are phenomenal — 
they're perfect and that’s a massive 
breakthrough. I’ve not slept well since then... 
It’s opened horizons. 
Elliot Myers I agree 
that the tech has hugely 
improved — visually, 
you can pretend that 
you're there, you’re 
tricked into it — but it’s 
still incredibly clunky. 
With Vive, you’ve got 
to walk around with 

















cables, and you need to have a 15x15ft room. 
Who has that? Then you’ve got the Rift and 
Morpheus, which are tethered headsets for 
he next few years to come, and that's 
problematic if you want to explore [in] 360 
degrees. A tethered headset isn't a consumer- 
friendly product. And then you've got the 
wireless headsets like Google Cardboard and 
Gear VR, which are brilliant and surprising a 
ot of people, but they've got their own 
inherent problems, such as processing 








power and what they can actually 

deliver. So in terms of what the 
consumer's going to get, [VR 

isn't] there yet, but we've seen 

he promise. 

JH But it's so incredibly good as it is, so 
compelling, and so much further advanced 
han I thought it would be by this stage. It's 
accelerating at such a pace. VR just needs to 
survive to get better, and it's so compelling 
and so good that it's going to. 
EM Do you find the more you 
give someone, the more they 
expect? Like when you give 
someone Oculus Rift for the 
first time, they're like, “Why 
can't I see my hands?" And then 
they try the Vive out and it's, 
“How come I can't fly?" 
Everyone wants the next step. I 





get the same question all the time: *When can 
I do this; when can I do that?" It's exciting, 
but you're just like, *One or two minutes ago, 
you didn't even know this could happen.” 

JH That's the bridge, though. We're going to 
get closer and closer to reality, which fills 
your mind with a whole other set of 
questions, but I think we all believe VR is 
going to succeed and get better and better. 
SW Or we hope it will, because we've all bet 
our businesses on it. [Laughter.] 


Who do you think that shifting VR 
experience appeals to? 
EM The type of consumer's changing 
all the time. You've got the hardcore 
gamers, which is where it's going to be 
at first. Obviously, there's a lot of 
investment going into VR movies, but 
hey haven't broken ground with any 
movie over 20 minutes long yet. 
Ultimately, there's going to be real 
mass consumerism of movies with 
etherless headsets. 
JH I had my first social experience the 
other night in AltspaceVR. I haven't 
been on many VR social experiences 
and the ones I have tried were 
quite poor, 
compelling. I was in this space, 
I was chatting to somebody else 
through voice, I had a YouTube 
video playing in virtual space — 
nf it’s just so much better than 
Skype. It worked, and it’s getting 
to the point where the content is 
catching up with the tech. And 
announcements like [Oculus Story 
Studio’s VR film] Henry can only help 
people’s interest in it. 
Jon Reidy | think that kind of experience is 
going to be really useful in humanising the 
digital connection between people. 
EM But you're still going to have a headset 
on, talking to someone with another headset 
on, so it remains disengaging. 
JH That’s totally true, but I saw that Altspace 
had done a show of the Super Bowl where 
they got 200 people in a room, virtually, all 
over the world watching the event at the same 
time. The atmosphere must have been great; 
they’re all screaming, you know? > 





but Altspace was 





new 
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SW Only a couple of months ago, I attended 
the virtual reality awards, held in VR in 
Riftmax Theater. We won best gameplay 
experience, and moving my avatar up onto 
stage to give my acceptance speech, looking 
out on a room full of other avatars who were 
attending and listening — even though it was 
2am for me and I was in my dressing gown — 
was still nerve-racking. That sense of 
presence and the emotion of being in that 
particular environment... [At first] I thought, 
*Oh, it's just some Second Life thing — I'll get 
up and it'll be fine; but then stage fright kicks 
in, and it's still exactly the same as if it was a 
proper awards show. 


In terms of the tech powering it, the 
multitude of interfaces and the various 
markets it might appeal to, VR is 
fractured. Do think that's advantageous, 
or will not having a unified standard 
hold VR development back? 

JH I think it's advantageous, 
technology pushes innovation, and innovation 
pushes boundaries. I was delighted when 
more people entered that were titans. 

JR Yeah, I really liked it when HTC and Valve 
— the big guys — came in. 

JH And I don't think we've seen the end of 
that. I think these are the first few taking the 
risk and, as we get further into this story, 
more will join in. 

JR Like Microsoft — that's really exciting. 

SW There are standards starting to appear. 
The OSVR [open source virtual reality] 
standard they're trying to achieve is a 
supposedly open source platform on which 
any devices which meet that standard will 
automatically work. But then it's kind of a 
different scenario to, say, Android 
fragmentation. Ultimately, whatever you're 
creating, you're still dealing with 360-degree 
virtual environments. All that's changing 
is the display window size for that 
environment. Whether we're building in 
Unity, Unreal or one of the other, lesser- 
known engines that are starting to support 
VR, you can create content for all the 
different headsets from your one build 
by integrating different SDKs fairly simply. 
You're not having to redesign everything 
every time with different UI layouts to 
deal with a widescreen frame, a narrow 


because 
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portrait, or a tiny little Android device. 

EM Having a standard for VR development is 
going to be really important. There are a lot of 
reasons why VR didn't work before, but 
[lacking a unified standard] was certainly one 
of them. I think integration of these different 
technologies will help most in the gaming 
sector, whereas more casual stuff and movies 
will take care of themselves. 

JH It’s not that difficult; the headsets 
aren't that diluted and different, actually. 
Developing for multiple headsets isn't as hard 





“Virtual reality is 
going to kill 2D 
gaming. Nobody 
believes me, but it's 
dead, it's gone" 


as you might think. In fact, the answer to 
unifying is probably Unity, or Unreal. 

EM The control methods are different... 

JH True, but I've seen evidence of that 
unifying too, and the OSVR platform helps to 
do input as well. 

JR I suppose we're at the stage 

where everyone's fighting and 
pushing, and as good as it would be 

to lock everyone down, you want to 

let them do what they need to do. i 
SW Its very much a gold rush, 

a land grab. You have to be slightly 








savvy of who to hedge your bets with. 
JH You say that, though, but I'm also seeing 


more and more evidence about that 
tightening up. The companies themselves are 
getting far more organised and I think it’s 
getting closer and closer. I think most people 
can’t believe that it’s coming so fast. People 
imagine that VR is this thing in the distant 
future, and not going to be that accessible to 
them. And I think very soon, really powerful 
VR equipment is going to be in our hands — 
within months. The games are getting better. 
Some of the answers have now come. We’ve 
been struggling with different ways of doing 
hings, with sickness and things like that, and 
hese things are being solved for us in the 
software development kits, as well as new 
echnology like Nvidia’s VR offering on their 
new 98os. And these things are becoming real 
hey’re there and actually solving some of 
he problems. 
EM The elephant in the room is motion 
sickness. Even if you take away any latencies 
in the headsets, and the visuals, if you start 
messing around with cameras during 
gameplay, you’re inducing motion sickness. 
Because it’s a gold rush, everyone’s throwing 
their weight in. 
JH The worst thing that’s happening is 
triple-A companies or other developers 
hacking games that are already out there, 
going, “We’ll just stick a camera on here, 
make it dual screen, and that’ll be fine.” That’s 
just so far from the truth. Unless you design 
for VR, and the experience is built around VR, 
it tends to be really bad. GTAV 
sounds great in VR, but actually 
it will make you sick very 
quickly; it’s not designed for 
VR, it’s not a great experience. 
SW That’s part of the trouble in 
reaching the mass market on 



























































consoles, to a certain degree. Their first 
question is, *Can I play Call Of Duty on it? 
Can I play Battlefield on it?" It's like, well... 
JH No, it's not very good — nobody wants to 
run at 70mph and be shot in the head. The 
first thing you learn as a VR developer is to 
slow everything down to human pace. In fact 
slower than that in some cases. You've got to 
ease people in, otherwise it's just too much. 
especially when it comes to horror themes. 









> 


Elite: Dangerous is a convincing case for 
VR's worth, but it’s not VR exclusive. 
Beyond EVE: Valkyrie, there aren't many 
publicised, high-profile, VR-dedicated 
projects yet. Is that a big problem? 
EM I think there's a lot of stuff that's going 
on behind the scenes that we're not aware of. 
There's no platform on which to sell your 
game yet, and make money, so it's the cart 
before the Once the headset 
manufacturers get closer to launch, we'll see 
some bigger titles. 

JH I think indies are the first to raise 


Norse. 


awareness we've got games for VR, whereas {f 





triple-A budget companies wait much further 
into the development cycle before they 
announce. You're probably just hearing from 


us more at the moment, rather than it being li 


he case that development isn't happening. 
SW Triple-A is all risk-averse, very carefully 
planned marketing strategies. They want to 
make sure they can shift x million numbers of 
units, and until they know how many 
headsets are out there and what their actua 
arget potential is going to be... I don't doub 
for a second that most triple-A studios have 
got at least two or three guys in some R&D 
eam somewhere working on something, bu 
hey're certainly not ready to announce or 
promote anything. I think the only ones who 
have are Ubisoft, who've announced tha 
hey're supporting OSVR. 

JH I’ve got all the consoles, and I love playing 
games, but I'm so uninterested in 2D games 
ike Bloodborne and stuff compared to how I 
used to be. VR is a much better experience. 
t's so much more compelling. It flat out 
hrashes anything you can do elsewhere — 
you're in the room, in the space, doing the 
hing. It's going to kill 2D gaming. Nobody 
believes me, but it's dead, it's gone. If you're 
going to play 2D gaming in the future, it'll be 
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RACING REVO, 


inside VR on a 70ft screen; it won't be in 
front of a telly, because the experience is so 
much better in that environment. You get a 
bigger screen, full surround audio support; 
you don't need to buy big, expensive boxes. 
TVs are probably going to die because of VR, 
because why would you need one? 

EM I buy into the dream, it's just that we're 
some way off. There's no standardised input 
device, there's no standardised format for 
traversal in VR, which is a huge problem. How 
do you create something where you're 
convincing somebody to look around in a 
360-degree experience? A lot of the games 
out there at the moment are assuming P 
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"None of us want VR to 
fail, and the only thing 
that will make that 
happen is bad content 
making people sick" 
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you'll sit stuck on a chair facing forwards. It's 
very difficult to convince someone to actually 
turn around and view the full 360 panorama. 
You've got to have a big red arrow pointing 
that way, which breaks the illusion. What do 
you do with the cables? There's a lot of 
inherent problems with all of that, which is 
why we designed Roto. 

JH I agree there's a great amount of work to 
do in all those scenarios, but steps are being 
made. Although they've not been solved, 
they're easier problems to solve when there's 
a lot of headsets out there, because there's 
demand, and demand drives innovation. 
They're not technically unsolvable. 





How do you sell that promise to the 
people who aren't prepared to put up with 
early-adoption hiccups? 

SW It's a very Marmite thing with VR. There 
has been a lot of articles, especially with 
Oculus Rift's very successful Kickstarter and 
being bought by Facebook, and when the 
gaming press cover it, you'll typically get a big 
slew of comments saying, *VR sucks. l'm 
never going to play this — it's just another 
3DTV!” That kind of thing. It's not 3DTV — 
3DTV was gimmicky. But the trouble with VR 





“Sis you can kind of describe it to people and 


they can get the principles, but you have to 
get people to try it. 
EM The marketing for 3DTV had sharks 
coming out of the screen and things like that. 
People bought into it, and it was a lie. The 
only way to get people into VR is to get them 
to experience it firsthand. There's going to be 
a big push at retail and various events for 
people to see it, and that's when we'll start to 
see conversions. 
JR There's a lot of talk about hardcore games 
and tech, but we've had a lot of good 
experiences when it comes to Google 
Cardboard — just how mass-market it is for 
more casual gaming, and as an extension of 
mobile gaming. 

JH [Cardboard] just isn't good enough; it's 
not VR. It's interesting that you can have a 
reasonable experience, standing in a field 
looking at Stonehenge or whatever, I won't 
deny that, but it's not VR — it doesn't instil 
presence. Once you've got presence, that's VR. 
JR What's the difference? Head tracking? 

JH Well presence for me is when I can't 














make my body do something, because my 
body acts as though it's there. Subconsciously, 
I can't walk off a ledge, for example. When 
you get that, that's VR: I'm in this space, and 
my body believes I'm there. 

JR That's a black-and-white way of seeing it. 
JH Maybe it is, but for me that's how 
Iexperience presence. 

EM You're talking about being active, but 
I think one of the more successful entry 
points is being passive — just enjoying an 
experience happening in front of you. 
When someone puts a headset on, 
instantly they're confused. They look 
around for a bit, they don't know what 
hey're doing, they look for their 
hands. Ultimately, that will be solved. 
But if you ask them to do anything 
more than that to start with, it's a 
problem for mainstream consumers. 
SW Google Cardboard is a good taster. 
JH What we've got now in 
Development Kit 2s and whatever will 














eventually be where Cardboard is. So 
it’s just technology, time, and the 
drivers to push it that far — I'm not 
worried about it catching up. 

JR But you feel it's watering down 
the experience? 

JH I’m just worried that... None of 
us want VR to fail, and the only 
thing that will make that happen is 
bad content making people sick, and 
bad adoption because of poor 
experiences. If people try these top- 
end headsets, if Oculus and Vive set 
up in every street-corner shop in 
the world and demo their kit, then people will 
have a go because it’s available. They’ll try it 
and say, “Wow, that’s what VR is”. 

JR But you're talking about an £800 or 
£1,000 machine and a £300 headset — these 
people are casual gamers. 

JH We're five years away from the casual 














gamer picking up, but that's no different from 
the first ever iPhone. It took years to grow 
into becoming mass-market. 

EM They've shipped one million units of 
Cardboard, and while that's not the utopia 
you've seen with Vive and from working with 
the best hardware, a million units doesn't 
happen because of a poor experience. 

JH It happens because it's incredibly 


than it 


accessible. Don't call it VR, because it's not 
VR. It's a clever Google box. I'd like to 
develop for Google Cardboard, but I just don't 
think that the experience will be as good. 

JR I really like the opposite way of thinking as 
well. You're stripping the technology down to 
just a phone, removing controllers, and people 
are getting very clever at using the tech. 

JH But the problem of presence I'm talking 





about will be solved. They've just got to get 
to 9oHz, 


get the technology from the 






headsets to the phones, and that 
will happen. 

JR Netflix is on phones for 
some reason, and people who 
use that don't have the same 
experience as a 50-inch, surround-sound TV 
with a La-Z-Boy. But kids don't want to 
watch TV with their mum and dad — they 
want to sit in the corner in their own space. 


One key aspect for creating presence is 
your sense of interacting with objects in 
the virtual environment. In that respect, 
do you think that it's essential for the 
user to see a representation of their 
hands in VR worlds? 

JH No, I don't think so. I think the Vive 
controller's cracked it. I want to hold [a 
controler]; I want a wand of some sort. 
I think it works perfectly, and I don't need 
to see my hands. 


VIRTUAL REALITIES 


SW I think it all comes down to the 
experience. Movies, you don't want to see 
your hands, because you want to enjoy the 
film. It's passive. But for games with a certain 
level of interaction, you will do. But then we 
also create serious training and simulation 
stuff in VR, where you need a controller or 
something to interact with your hands in 
order to learn about it. 
JH The tech's there for this as well, really. We 
can do hand tracking and we can do 
controllers, it's just a case of them 
getting better. The ideal is both. 
EM When you see your hands in VR, it 
really takes it to another level. I think 
we can all agree around the table. It is 
amazing when you see your hands and 
it's [mapped] one for one. 
JR It is amazing in one respect, but I 
also think it's possible to get lost in an 
abstract experience if it's good enough. 
Maybe you don't want to see your 
hands; maybe you don't want a link to 
reality at that stage. 
JH I love that idea. We're doing inpu 
at the moment, and we've got this 
sword — it's awesome, it's on fire and 
you can draw with it and all sorts. It's 
amazing to have input like that. I don’ 
want to see hands in our game — they 
wouldn't be my hands. Having spen 
time working on it, you don't need to 
see the hands — as long as you feel like you're 
holding the sword, subconsciously it doesn* 
matter that your hands aren't there. 
SW What we were saying earlier — about i 
being the user's first experience and they ask, 
“Can I do this? Can I do this? Can I do this?" 
and it goes up and up and up — as soon as you 
put hands in, as soon as you want to touch 
something in the virtual world, and your 
hands are just grasping air, then you've got 
hat instant disconnect. 
JH Presence helps with that as well, because 
you naturally want to stop millimetres short 
of the object. Pm behaving as I normally 
would because I think it's real. Like this table 
— you wouldn't put your hand through it, and 
if it was a virtual table you wouldn't either. 
You might not be able to feel it, but you still 
wouldn't physically put your hand through it. 
EM The next step, apart from having your 
hands represented by swords, will be haptic > 
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issues 
with that, And the headset 
manufacturers aren't focused on haptics at 
the moment, and for that reason it won't be 
standardised and it won't be cost-reduced. 
JH I actually think some of these things are 
so expensive, they'll be like the Ferrari version 
of VR starting to happen. People will spend 
£300 on a steering wheel and so on, and VR 
will be exactly the same: there’ll be the 
accessible middle-ground stuff for gamers, 
and then there’ll be the super-high-res 
modified version of the headset — better and 
better equipment to improve the experience. 
Ithink that's a good thing. 

SW It'll be holodecks, eventually. 

EM It just shows that we're at the 
beginning of a really long journey. 


feedback. There's lots of inherent 


of course. 

















In the interim, it seems that 
having a controller with buttons 
is the easiest way to simulate 
a physical connection between 
player and environment. 

EM The more you can correlate wha 
you're doing with what's onscreen, 
the better. It doesn't need to be a 
visual representation of your hand, i 
just needs to be that sense that you've 
triggered something. 
JH The Vive controller is perfect, and 
I'm just not worried about input any 
more. [Oculus Touch has to be tha 
good], otherwise they're not going to 
succeed. Cars used to have a rudder 
because boats were the only frame of 
reference back then; then the steering wheel 
came along. The next thing in VR hasn't 
really been discovered yet. 

JR We've experimented with EEG readers that 
read the noise in the brain. 

JH Eye-glancing stuff, voice control, etc. 
When you bring all this stuff together... 

EM Like Google's Project Soli, which is a 
radar chip that can sense manipulations of 
your hand. You don't need to necessarily see 
your hand, you just need to know what you're 
trying to do, so you just touch them together, 
and that's pressing a button or whatever. So 
all these technologies will come out in the 
wash, and we hope they'll be standardised so 
we can create amazing stuff for it. 

JH I’m interested in VR multiplayer 
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experiences, because I don't think we've 
started to break that yet. With the Wii, which 
exploded, you had parents buying consoles for 
the Sports games. By the time you stick four 
headsets on four people in one house to get 
one experience together as a team, it's just 
going to be massive. And once you've got 
inside-out cameras and room scanning, it'll 
replace Skype. Because what do people want 
out of communication and seeing the 
newborn kid or whatever? It's to be there — 
not to be on some flat screen. Nobody I know, 
unless they're working in VR, realises where 
the technology's got to. When [the public get 
their hands on it], it's just going to blow 





people's minds. I’m used to it 
and it still blows my mind. 


Where does Sony's Project 

Morpheus fit into this picture? 

SW I think its Vive versus Oculus, and 
Morpheus just sort of sails off on its own. 

JH With the Morpheus, the power of the 
hardware's just not there. They've not got 
clever enough kit. It's good, they've done 
really, really well, and they've got a lot of PS4s 
out there, but... 

JR If they can sell it for £100, it'll work. 
Personally, I don't hear anyone talking about 
it. Pm a little bit outside of the games sector, 
but everyone I speak to is talking about Vive. 
SW Vive and Oculus have many more uses, 


whereas Morpheus at the moment is strictly 
games. I think [Sony] will look at opening it 
up for other uses as well. 

EM The advantage Sony has got is going to be 
on price. They don't have to worry about 
huge expensive computers and integrating 
different technologies, it's just going to be 
plug and play. 
JR Will they have the graphics power, though? 
EM And, more to the point, will they have 
porn? [Laughter.] 
SW Honestly, I think this time around porn 
isn't going to be driving this technology. 

JH Im not bothered about [VR porn]; it's 
actually something I fundamentally step away 
from. But I got asked a really interesting 
question; somebody always asks the 
porn question, and I said, “No, I’m not 
really interested" Then they asked me, 
“Well, what if sex between you and your 
partner was enhanced? Would you feel 
differently about it?” And that’s 
interesting, because potentially it could 
enhance everything. 

SW I did a test with Radial-G recently. 
Obviously, part of VR is being able to 
transport into different environments, 
different genders, different scenarios 
and different bodies. Our race pilot is 
female, but we're very subtle and not 
too over the top — [she's not] wearing a 
ypical videogame skimpy bit of 
eather armour or whatever — but 
even so, most men who play it are 
ike, “Eh? Boobs?” 

EM I met with a big broadcaster 
a couple of weeks ago and showed 
hem pretty much what the best- 
quality VR is out there today. I 
inished with porn, and that was 
the thing that absolutely blew them away. 
Now they're looking heavily into [virtual 
reality technology]. 

SW Maybe I'm too British about it, but it just 
freaks me out. [VR pornstars are] really high- 
detail, high-resolution mannequins, basically 
— just the same woman in various different 
poses. It's just weird that they're not moving 
or breathing... 























Moving on from porn, what do you think 
represents the ideal VR game? 
JH Every game. I think every game should be 















































in VR, even Battlefield. You might not actually 
be the guy running around a field, but you'll 
just be a guy playing Battlefield in [a VR 
environment]. Because it's 3D, you can have a 
monitor that has true stereoscopic depth, you 
can have a room that's got tanks lying around 
it and stuff — it's just a better experience 
han what you would have on the telly in your 
ounge. So I think every game belongs in VR, 
but there are a lot of games that work really 
well. I think RTS games work brilliantly; 
MOBA games are hugely popular and would 
work incredibly well in VR, because you can 
ook around edges and over things, select 
multiple units and so on. The next level for 
MOBAs is VR. But I’m actually really excited 
about playing ping pong with Vive — the 
haptic feedback will be awesome; you’ve got 
he bat there, and it'll be like playing for real. 
EM But most people want to sit down for VR. 
There was a developer conference a few weeks 
back, and they had these brilliant videos 
of people running around with Vive on, but 
hey always cut right where someone's about 
o fall over — you see their foot on the cable, 
and then it cuts to a different view. 
That's why we've created Roto for seated 
experiences, because ultimately those people $ 
want to sit down. 

JH I think the big winning game is probably 
going to be the equivalent of Wii Sports in VR. 
Because playing all those games like you can 
on the Wii will be amazing in VR. All those 
experiences will just be infinitely better. 

EM You need to match what the user's doing 
to what they're seeing — that's the key to the 
best experience. If they're flying a dragon, 
then get them to sit like they would on a 
dragon. Traversal, I repeat, is a big issue 
within VR, and to have someone running 5 v ou . 

around in a realtime shooter is problematic. | fi ni shed with porn, 
But that's not to say you can't do some 

amazing shooting games. . 

JR For the most part, you just can't port and that Was the thing 
standard games into VR is what I think we’re 

all saying. 

JH If all of us were in VR now playing Call Of that a bsol utely b lew 
Duty, we'd all be collapsed on the floor by the 

end of the match! The reality is that games ; 

are going to change, and that's a good thing, them away. Now they re 
because in my opinion a lot of the games 

that are very popular at the moment are 


becoming very samey. lil looking heavily into VR’ 
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Baymax from Big 
Hero 6 will join the 
Disney Infinity roster 
later this year, along 
with his patient, Hiro 








How the videogame industry took on toys 
at their own game, and started a revolution 


By Tristan DONOVAN 
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dealing with the fallout 
that was before he 


a" 


gypsy moths,” he explains. 
The US Departmen 








coming ashore, where they 
would pose a threat to the nation’s plant life. “They 
had to take the entire ship and put it back out to 
sea to do the whole fumigation of it, says 
Vignocchi. “It was like, ‘Oh goodness, some of our 
starter packs are going to be late to certain retailers. 
What are we going to do? It's Asian gypsy moths? 
What is an Asian gypsy moth? Do they eat babies?” 
Welcome to the world that Skylanders created. 
Ever since Activision successfully gambled on toys 
that take on new life in-game thanks to radio- 
frequency identification (RFID) technology back in 
2011, the toys-to-life genre has gone supernova. 





To date, these toy-enhanced games have raked 
in around $4 billion in revenues, with Skylanders 


ohn Vignocchi never imagined when he 
entered the game industry that one day he would be 
rom Asian gypsy moths. But 
became vice president of 
production for the toys-to-life game Disney Infinity. 

[he moths entered his life last year, when they 
were found on a ship carrying Disney Infinity 2.0: 
Marvel Super Heroes starter packs across the Pacific to 
the US. *The container ship had probably 500 of those 
railroad cars on them and Infinity was in there, but one 
of the other containers on the ship contained Asian 





Of Agriculture acted fast, 
keen to stop the inch-and-a-half-long creatures from 


John Vignocchi, vice 
president of production 
for the Infinity lineup. 
BELOW Toy vehicles are 
this year's big formula 
addition to Skylanders 


claiming the largest portion of that so far, and ever more competitors 
seeking to dethrone it. Nintendo's Amiibo have buoyed its balance sheet, 
while Warner is preparing to enter the arena with Lego Dimensions, which 
will bring Batman, Marty McFly and Doctor Who to the genre. 

Toy makers are also getting in on the action. Hasbro teamed up with 
Rovio to create the Angry Birds-themed Telepods, while Spin Master 
recently launched Sick Bricks, an Android and iOS game based around blocky 











figures with body parts that players can mix and 


match in order to create new in-game characters. And 
with every new release, the genre is pulling the 
worlds of toys and games closer and closer together, 
blurring the divide between the industries and 
causing toy makers and game publishers to battle for 
territory that once was the other's sole preserve. 

The appeal is tactility, says Guha Bala, presiden 
of Vicarious Visions. His is the studio behind 
Skylanders Superchargers, this year's addition to 
Activision's genre-defining money spinner. *The way 
into a child's mind is through the fingers. They learn 
by holding and feeling, by writing with a pencil, by 
shaping a piece of clay, by working with colours in 
paint" he says. "Adults are much more abstract 
hinkers. They are OK having everything abstracted 
o buttons and menus, but kids aren't that way. But if 
you can find your way into the mind of a child 
hrough a toy that is detailed and beautiful, the 
sophistication of play and creativity you can take 
hem into is far, far greater. 

“Skylanders is all about being the starting point 
for the imagination, the playground for the toys, the 
epic journey we take kids on to empower them. But 














so many of our fans will also write stories about 
Skylanders and draw new concepts for them that it 
also becomes part of their imaginary life" 

Achieving this requires a different mindset when 
it comes to game design. “The toy is not an addon,” 
Bala says. “It’s not, ‘We will make a good game and 
then figure out a toy’ The design of the toys 
influences the design of the game and vice versa.” 

The toy vehicles tha 
Skylanders Superchargers are a prime example. “So we 
think, ‘What are the fun vehicles to play with on 
land?’ Well, there’s going to be a big dump truck, 
some kind of offroad vehicle, a supercar... Then, with 
this variety of vehicles, we have to make a common 
play space and make that exciting. If we just started 
with the game, we might say, ‘Let’s make a 
motorcycle track and make motorcycles, which 
wouldn’t be interesting from a toy standpoint.” > 


make their debut in 








The Stormblade toy 
‘om Superchargers, 

which will pair up 

with the Sky Slicer. 





EMEN ENRE IS PULLING THE WORLDS ORTOR 
Pepe AMES CLOSER AND CLOSER TOGETHER 


EDGE 89 


INTERACTION FIGURES 





Amiibo, such as this 
Zero Suit Samus 


figurine, might be 
coveted, but supply 
shortages have 
caused no end of 
problems. When this 
figure releases in 
September, collectors 
will have to move 
fast to claim it 
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When Nintendo launched its 
Amiibo toys, Chris Kohler, an 
editor at Wired US, was among 
those eager to get hold of them. 
"Nintendo doesn't do a lot of 
merchandise; certainly none this 
cool," Kohler says. "For some 
characters, it really is the first 
piece of merchandise released in 
the US, so it made total sense for 
me to try to buy all the Amiibo. 
If these were just action figures, 
| don't think I'd have collected 
them. I do want the functionality, 
but they are very fun things to 
own in themselves, because 
they are fairly well designed." 

But Nintendo's struggles to 
meet demand for more niche 
Amiibo characters has proved 
frustrating. "I think Nintendo 
assumed they would be selling 
them primarily to children, 
but the core market is adult 
collectors, which explains why 
there is a mix of figures on 
shelves that is not appropriate 
for the buyers out there." 

Once, Kohler found himself 
queuing at his local Target store 
to get hold of a Rosalina Amiibo. 
"It was available on shelves in 
the US for about ten minutes," 
he says. "I barely got this figure, 
and | got there an hour before 
Target opened. It's a total pain 
in the ass — there is nothing fun 
about it. | collect videogames. 

1 go at 5am to flea markets, and 
if | happen upon some classic 
game I've really wanted for a 
couple of dollars, that's a great 
feeling. But | will never feel that 
elation going to Target to buy a 
product that should be available 
in sufficient quantities. It's not 
unreasonable to want to buy 
every game Nintendo makes, so 
| don't think it's unreasonable 
to want to buy every Amiibo." 








The Disney Infinity base station reads the toys' NFC chips to unlock them to use in the game (right) 


That each toy needs to offer unique powers or characteristics also adds 
to the complexity. *When you think about a normal game, we can usually 
control when the player changes character and those kind of things,” says 
John Blackburn, studio vice president of Infinity developer Avalanche. 

But when players can, without warning, switch the toys placed on the 
reader that transports a new likeness into the game, the control that 
developers are used to vanishes. “All of a sudden, there's this physical 
component where you don't control that stuff any more, so the base needs 
to be responsive to what is happening on it at any point in time,” Blackburn 
says. "There's also probably 100 per cent more bugs 
in a game like this, because it can be any character 
onscreen at any moment. We have to go through 
the game and design it so that any character with 
any game mechanic they have can be there. Like 
[we have to] account for Iron Man, who could fly 
through the whole level and make it not fun. You 
really have to think about design in a different way, 
because the player has so much more control.” 

Vignocchi echoes the point: *We've got a pretty 
sophisticated range of gameplay in Disney Infinity 
3.0: we've got flight with vehicles, characters, all 
the stuff with lightsabers, all that hand-based 
melee combat, jumping, double-jumping, ledge 
hanging. It's not having seven gameplay archetypes 
and 100 playable characters that fit within those 
seven gameplay archetypes.” 

Toys-to-life games also force publishers to 
rethink how they get games and the accompanying 
legions of toys into players' hands. *We would not 
have been able to do Disney Infinity without help 
from Disney's consumer products division," says 
Blackburn. *Their experience was invaluable to us; 
there was a ton of stuff to learn. We've been 
software guys forever, and learning all the physical 
components, from manufacturing to safety to testing to paint to how to 
make things look right, has been a huge learning curve.” 

“It’s incredibly complicated,” Vignocchi says. “Our marketing team used 
to work on one box and that was the job. It was, 'Epic Mickey is coming out 
and I've got to make a cover and the trailers? Now, with Infinity, it is like, 
‘Tve got to make the cover for Infinity, the cover for the starter pack, the 
box art for all the play sets, the box art for every single figure’ It's also a 
different retail SKU. It's not just selling in our game to the retailers, it's 
selling an entire product line, which takes up a lot more shelf space.” 





FROM TOP Guha Bala, 
president of Skylanders 
Superchargers maker 
Vicarious Visions; John 
Blackburn of Disney 
Infinity developer 
Avalanche Software 





"TRE 
CAN'T GET A FIGURE, 








FACT OF THE MATTER IS 


anaging the supply of toys to retailers is a 
tricky balance. Skylanders fans have long hated the 
‘scalpers’ who snap up limited-edition figures in bulk 
so they can flog them on eBay at inflated prices, 
while Nintendo's underestimation of the demand for 
Amiibo has led to frantic scrambles by players to 
reach stores before stocks run out, as well as public 
apologies from the Mario maker. 

Approaches to how to handle supply differ. 
Activision creates limited-edition Skylanders, which 
British retailer Game says go down well with 
shoppers. *We see a fantastic response to limited- 
edition products, and this is often a great way of 
introducing new games to the market, as it was with 
Skylanders Trap Team: Dark Edition, as well as offering 
something unique to toys-to-life customers," says 
Jamii Layton, Game's head of category. 

In contrast, Disney's philosophy is to ensure that 
everyone can get the Infinity figures they want. 
“We tell retailers what characters are coming out and 
they can decide what quantity [of them] they want, 
versus other products that ship in what is called 
‘assortment; so that when the retailer opens it up, he 
actually doesn't know what figures are going to be 
inside" Vignocchi explains. “Assortment is an 
interesting way to drive that collectability and 
fervour, but the fact of the matter is if our fans can't 
get a figure, then we have failed." » 








IF OUR FANS 
THEN WE HAVE FAILED" 
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ABOVE Infinity's Sandbox mode allows players to mix together characters from different universes. 
BOTTOM LEFT Spin Master's Sick Bricks shows how the toy industry is grabbing for a slice of the pie 


The desire to meet player demand has also caused Disney to abandon its 


policy of selling Infinity's game-enhancing Power Discs in blind packs — a 


term for collectible packaging that prevents customers seeing which items 
are inside — starting with the launch of the Star Wars-fronted Disney 
Infinity 3.0 later this year. The discs add powers, cosmetic touches and 


vehicles to the game, and not having the assured ability to acquire them 
frustrated players. “When we first started Infinity, we wanted to make a 


game where you could share, and the Power Discs were the physical 





components of sharing,” Blackburn says. “We wanted them in blind packs so 
people would get duplicates and then go trade, and we wanted this to be 


something where the social element is.” 
It didn't work out. Instead, players 
complained that they were ending up with 
duplicates and offering to pay more to get the 
Power Discs they wanted. *We grew up with 
baseball cards, Blackburn says. ^I traded 
baseball cards all the time, and it was 
something that I loved when I was a kid, but 
I think kids don't do that stuff as much right 
now for whatever reason. People wanted an 
app for it, as opposed to going down the 
street to Billy's house.” 
But while videogame publishers have been 
invading the toy world and dominating the 
action figure market, the toy industry has 
been slow to respond. Which is a bit odd, 
because the toy industry was making toys-to- 
life games years before Skylanders, most 
notably Mattel with its now-discontinued 
U.B. Funkeys and Barbie Girls, both of which 
launched in 2007 and used USB connections 
to link virtual worlds with physical toys. 
Laurent Michaud, head of digital 
entertainment practice at market research 
company IDATE, says the videogame industry 
succeeded in creating the breakthrough titles 











TOYS 
FOR DAD 


So far, toys-to-life games have 
mainly targeted children, but 
French developer Hanakai Studio 
is hoping to expand the genre 
to older audiences with a new 
tactical roleplaying game called 
Prodigy, due in 2016. As well 

as appealing to older players, 
Prodigy hopes to stand out 
through the way the onscreen 
fantasy action connects to its 
figurines. “The main intention 
of Prodigy is pretty new for the 
genre: we want the game to 

be as physical as possible,” 

says the game's writer, Sybil 
Collas. “We took away classic 
controllers — mouse, keyboard, 
gamepad - from the game. 
Prodigy uses a game board 
made of 12 NFC antennas, which 
act as the fighting ground on 
which you move your figurines 
and from which you cast your 
spells. The screen represents the 
opponent and all things physical 
represent your team. You just 
have to manipulate your 
figurines and cards to fight." 


in the toys-to-life genre because of the deep-seated values in its culture. 


"The game industry is very dynamic and quick to imagine new, inspiring 
interactive game experiences, he says. “The toy industry is older, more 


reasonable and wise. It observes, understands, and then it acts." 


Richard North, president and founder of toy design company Wow! 
Labs and Wow! Stuff, agrees: “Skylanders has absolutely been a massive, 


giant-sized, size-12 boot kick up the arse to the toy industry. If you look at 


all the trade press in the toy industry for the last three or four years, it is all 
prefixed by ‘Skylanders did this’ ‘Skylanders did that? The toy industry has 





really been shocked by the impact of it all.” 





or the company that started gaming's blitzkrieg 
on the toy world, the reason why it took the game 
industry to make toys-to-life happen is simple: 
software. *It takes a videogame company, because a 
the core of Skylanders is a triple-A game, and for this 
to work in the right way it has to engage kids and 
take them on a journey through a story, through 
phenomenal gameplay and a variety of gameplay," 
says Josh Taub, senior vice president of produc 
marketing for Skylanders at Activision. “There are a 
lot of people who make really high-quality toys, bu 
there aren't many people who make incredibly 
compelling content in the world, and making really 
strong gameplay is at the core of the experience.” 

Vignocchi agrees: “It’s about making great games. 
At heart, even though Disney Infinity has great toys 
and everything, it is ultimately a videogame. And the 
videogames have to be great, whether or not they 
have toys. That's why the videogame companies are 
seeing the success they are in this space versus the 
other people who have tried to do it in the past.” 

But North believes that the toy industry is 
stirring from its slumber. *You can put your head in 
the sand and become dinosaurs or you can embrace 
it,” he says. “Someone like Hasbro we very much see 
as being an embracer. Mattel have got the firepower 
to catch up. Spin Master are doing it with Sick Bricks. 
Spin Master has seen the impact and the potential, 
and the news is that apparently Sick Bricks is doing 
very well. So the top four or five toy companies are 
going to start embracing [the genre]. 

“The bigger toy companies do a lot of research — 
they've known for a long time about kids gravitating 
towards videogames or mobile phones and buying 
fewer traditional toys, or being less interested in 
them. The toy companies know this, but haven't got 
the solutions, because where they come from they 
don't meet the videogame producers, and it will take 
quite a few years if it is to come together.” 

North hopes that Wow! Labs will be part of the 
toy industry's solution. The company has been» 












Disney Infinity 3.0 
will be cashing in on 
The Force Awakens 
mania, bringing Star 
Wars figures from 
both existing trilogies 
and content tied to 
the JJ Abrams film 

to the toys-to-life 
universe this year 
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Making high-quality 
toys such as Knight 
Light here from 
Skylanders: Trap Team 
is vital to the health 
of toys-to-life games. 
As Bala says: "Kids 
know the difference 





between a great 
toy and an OK one" 


BENE SCONVERGENCE OF VIDEOGAMES AND 
EN S NOT SOMETHING THAT'S TEMPORARY 
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While Skylanders relies on developer inventiveness, Disney Infinity gets to raid the House Of Mouse's 
vast stable of popular characters, including Marvel's superheroes. RIGHT The growing influence of 
videogames on toy makers can be seen in Real FX, Wow Labs' bid to revolutionise slot-car racing 


working on its own toys-to-life game, which is still under wraps while it 
seeks a buyer, and which North grandly claims will be *the next step after 
Skylanders”. However, it has already raided the videogame design toolbox for 
its latest creation, Real FX. 

Essentially a slot-less Scalextric, Real FX seeks to enhance its toy car 

racing with videogame elements, much like Skylanders enhanced games with 
toys. “We studied why kids really get absorbed in videogames, and one of 
the things that comes out front and centre is levelling up, because you don’t 
get bored — there’s always a greater challenge ahead,” North says. “We 
thought, ‘How can we make the two worlds collide?’” 
Real FX’s solution is differing difficulty levels that inject new features as 
players get better at the game, such as virtual oil 
slicks and the option to create custom race modes. 
Other ideas lifted from games include AI 
opponents to race against, and treating Real FX like 
a console. “Once you’ve bought a set, it’s like 
buying an Xbox or PlayStation, and next year we 
plan to release new games in the form of new body 
shells that clip on and off the cars, and memory 
cards that plug into the handsets and change the 
game,” North explains. 

Michaud believes the huge success of toys-to- 
life games means that the products made by the 
toy and game industries will increasingly converge 
as they plunder ideas from each other. “At the moment, toy manufacturers 
are exploring concepts centred on their expertise — toys — and tying it in 
with a fun app; sometimes successfully, such as Hasbro’s Furby product,” he 
says. “Game publishers focus primarily on an app and then link a toy to it, 
such as an action figure in Skylanders. The merger of the two worlds has not 
yet fully happened — all of them are still staying close to their core business 
while testing concepts borrowed from the other sector.” 

What happens next, he predicts, is that new entrants to the market will 
dissolve the divide. He points to Tangible Play’s game-toy hybrid, Osmo. 
“It’s a fun and educational application with physical objects, and it makes 
great use of the iPad, along with its touch functions and the camera. The 
balance achieved is remarkable. The reason for this smart toy’s success can 
clearly be seen by looking at the development team: veterans from the game 
industry, edutainment experts and child psychologists.” 

Despite some predicting that toys-to-life games will suffer the fate of 
the original Guitar Hero, few close to the genre’s inner workings believe that 
it will meet a similar demise. Michaud even predicts that revenues from 
smart toys will grow significantly between now and 2018. 

“Everybody compares this to being like Guitar Hero years ago, going 
so high and then dropping off the edge,” Blackburn says. “I don’t know that 
we are doing the same thing, because within this category you see very 
different genres of games that are being created, so I think consumer fatigue 
is not going to happen nearly as quickly. As long as we can keep innovating 
on gameplay, as well as making sure that these are people’s favourite toys, 
then I see a future.” 

Taub agrees, citing the Skylanders Superchargers vehicles — which also 
work like standard toys, with moving wheels and parts for play outside of 
the game — as an example of how the genre can keep growing. 














Josh Taub, senior vice 
president of product 
marketing for Skylanders 


































“Superchargers offers an entirely new play pattern: 
vehicles that come to life and at the same time are 
able to be taken off the portal and pushed around for 
play,” he says. “I think we’re going to take the vehicle 
oy category by storm in the same way as we took the 
action figure category by storm. That convergence of 
videogames and toys is not something that's 
emporary. It is here to stay.” 

The way kids connect with these games also 
offers a reason to be optimistic. “I remember my 
avourite toys were such an important part of my 
childhood, and an important part of how I developed 
an identity for myself,” Bala says. “We had a Make-A- 
Wish Foundation child come to our office, and 
this kid had gone through really tough medical 
treatments. What helped him get through it was his 
Swap Force toys, and visiting the place where these 
toys were made was something really special to him.” 

“He came armed with ideas for what a Skylander 
could be, so we took our concept art director and lead 
character designer and they worked with him and 
made two unique Skylanders that were named after 
this child's two dogs: Sergeant Sleep-A-Lo 
and Lieutenant Lick-A-Lot. When we visualised 
them, it really hit home that beyond all the numbers 
and those kind of things, it's about that very specia 
impact you make on an individual level tha 
really counts. And for a creative person, that's al 
that matters, actually" B 














Incorporating Spider- 
Man isn't just about 
modelling a toy; the 
in-game ramifications 
for Disney Infinity's 
designers are huge 
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ALPHA WAVES 


How one French teenager's battle with tech 
spawned the first true 3D platformer 


By TristAN DONOVAN 


Format Atari ST 
Publisher/developer Infogrames 


Debut 1990 





or Christophe De Dinechin, Starglider 2 

was more than just a game. It was a 

puzzle, an enigma, the process of 

solving which started him on a course 
that would change his life. The year was 
1988, and while the 18-year-old had seen 
games incorporating wireframe 3D graphics 
before, the shaded polygons of Argonaut's 
space flight sim left him reeling. "When | saw 
he first Starglider, it was hidden lines and | 
could imagine how you could program hidden 
ines. But when | saw Starglider 2, it was flat 
shaded," he recalls. “That was like, ‘Oh! 
How did they do that? That's just impossible. 
have to figure out how to do it.” 

So started De Dinechin's journey into 3D 
graphics. It was a journey that would spawn the 
irst 3D platform game, cause De Dinechin to 
vow never to work in games again, and lay the 
oundation for Alone In The Dark. But before any 
of that could happen, De Dinechin had to battle 
with his Atari ST to squeeze enough performance 
out of it to make his 3D dreams reality. 





De Dinechin’s Atari ST was far from 
compliant. Its sluggish processor struggled to do 
the multiplications needed for 3D graphics at 
anything approaching an acceptable framerate. 
"The key issues were how do you do alll the 
object rotations, and how do you fill the 
polygons with colour as fast as you can on 
what were very, very slow CPUs compared to 
what we have today? Even clearing the screen 
took a good fraction of the CPU's time.” 

Working on the project at his parents’ home 
on the outskirts of lyon, De Dinechin spent a 
year paring down his code to create the leanest 
3D graphics engine he could conceive of. Piece 
by piece it came together, a growing stack of 
programming tricks shaving vital milliseconds off 
the time it took his ST to manipulate polygonal 
objects. He found ways to avoid multiplications 
when recalculating the position of his 3D shapes 
and uncovered shortcuts that slashed the time it 
took to fill in the polygons on his screen. 

"One of the tricks | learned was to not clear 
the screen between scenes, but instead only to 
repaint or erase the parts that had changed,” he 
says. "Everything was about saving time. You 
had to have all these kind of micro-optimisations 
all over the place. Today, you can move billions 
of polygons per instruction cycle, so who cares? 
But at the time it was important. 








Alpha Waves is primarily about careful bouncing, but serves 
up ideas such as platforms that appear as you move nearby 


"Soon | had something like a dozen cubes 
floating in space, and then more and more. 
That's when it slowly became clear that | was 
close to achieving my original dream. This was 
definitely faster than Starglider 2. Even with all 
these objects drawn onscreen, it was still 
smooth. | was thrilled.” 


“IF MY MARVELLOUS 
TIME BANDIT CLONE 
HAD FAILED TO 
IMPRESS THEM, THIS 
WOULD DEFINITELY 
BE A TOTAL FLOP" 


But De Dinechin soon grew bored of rotating 
the shapes he had placed within a cubedike 
room. Keen to enliven what he'd made, he first 
added code so he could fly around the room, 
and then, in order to stop his craft leaving the 
area and crashing the program, he made the 
walls, ceiling and floor bounce the player back. 
"The next obvious step was to bounce against 
the cubes inside the world instead of flying right 
through them, as was then the de facto industry 
standard," he says. "The cubes acted like big 
repellers, and so bouncing off one would allow 
you to quickly accelerate to climb to the top of 
the world. Add a little gravity, some platforms 
on the floor to start bouncing when you fell, 
and Alpha Waves was born." 

De Dinechin’s flight sim soon morphed into 
a platform game where the player boinged off 
cubes as if they were trampolines, the goal 
being to reach the exit doors suspended in the 


walls of each room. "In my mind, | was sort of 
recreating the experience of being a smurf," De 
Dinechin says, "which in the comics bounce from 
he floor to reach a table and so on." 

Around the same time as De Dinechin began 
hinking of turning his experiment — which he had 
aken to calling The Cube — into a smurthemed 
adventure, he decided to ask lyon-based game 
publisher Infogrames for an internship. Ten years 
ater, Infogrames would have bought its way into 
being one of the world’s biggest publishers, but 
back in 1989 the company could still fit into a 
single floor of an office in the Lyon suburb of 
Villeurbanne. “Infogrames was really small then,” 
De Dinechin remembers. "They were really still 
ooking for their big hit. It was still a somewhat 
random company.” 

But De Dinechin’s pitch for an internship went 
badly. He had hoped to wow with an enhanced 
recreation of the Gauntletesque Time Bandit 
intended to showcase his programming chops, 
but instead of being excited, Infogrames’ rather 
underwhelmed technical director yawned. 

In desperation, De Dinechin booted up The 
Cube: "It was not finished and there was no 
story, just a simple puzzle game. | thought that 
they would see it as not a game but a tech 
demo. If my marvellous Time Bandit clone had 
failed to impress them, this would definitely be 
a total flop as well." 

To De Dinechin's surprise, the technical 
director spent the next hour glued to the screen, 
bouncing wildly around the 3D world the teen 
had made. After prying himself away from the 
prolotype, he offered De Dinechin 5,000 francs 
(£550) to finish the game for Infogrames. 

But having already gone unpaid for 
translating an artificial-intelligence book for 
Infogrames a few months earlier, De Dinechin 
refused that initial offer and instead negotiated 
a royalties-based deal. "In the end, | was very 
disappointed when | left the room with, if my 
memory serves me right, something like 17 per 
cent," he says. "| shared my disappointment with 
the engineers around. | remember a silence. 
And then | was told that this was actually the 
best rate Infogrames had ever conceded to an 
independent author." 

Over the next few months, De Dinechin, 
with input from other members of the Infogrames 
team, expanded The Cube into a full game. 
One of the biggest issues involved how to 
handle the camera, a challenge that the 3D » 
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THE MAKING OF... 


platformers to follow in the late 1990s would also 
struggle with. "It was so difficult we ended up not 
choosing," De Dinechin explains. "The defaults 
that everyone involved liked were all different, so 
we made it an option in the game. These were 
wild times, so the default is not the same on the 
Atari ST, which is my version, as in the PC 
version, because that was done by Frederick 
Raynal and his default was his preference." 

By the end of development, there were 256 
rooms to explore, each peppered with abstract 
geometric shapes, a variety of platform types to 
bounce off, the occasional enemy and an 
ambient synth soundtrack. 

"Frederic Mentzen made the music and | 
was really impressed,” De Dinechin says. "That 
was the first time I'd heard music made on a 
computer that didn’t really suck, except for folks 
like Jean Michel Jarre. One of my regrets is that 
the Atari ST wasn't powerful enough to be able to 
play it [as intended] — we only had a digitised 
version of it that would play during the intro.” 

The ambient music also fitted in with the New 
Age theme that Infogrames chose for the game, 
which it retitled Alpha Waves. "At the time, 
Infogrames’ chief creative officer, Bruno Bonnell, 
would come up with very, very wild ideas and, 
as | remember it, the New Age theme was his 
idea," De Dinechin says. "Bruno found the New 
Age idea so interesting that he created a whole 
line of products around it. There were three New 
Age games that they launched: Alpha Waves; 
The light Corridor, which was like Pong in 3D; 
and Wvelltris, which was like Tetris in false 3D." 





The New Age connection became central to 
Alpha Waves. The game's rooms were arranged 
into 12 distinct zones, each bearing names such 
as Awaken and Meditate as well as their own 
colour schemes and audio. An Emotion mode 
was also added to the game, whereby players 
could bounce around free from time pressures. 
And Infogrames’ marketing for Alpha Waves 
would underline its Age Of Aquarius vibe, with 
the back of the game's box boasting that Alpha 
Waves was "100 per cent New Age" and 

"an hallucinating experience, rich in unreal 
sensations, so far unknown". 

The result baffled reviewers and the playing 
public alike. ST Format magazine called it "weird 
enough to have you reading the manual three 
times over", while Amiga Power branded it 
“cuckoo”. De Dinechin identifies why: “I think 
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Q&A 


Christophe 

De Dinechin 
Creator, Alpha Waves 
You were obviously 
a proficient coder by 
the time you made 
Alpha Waves. What 
got you interested in computer programming 
in the first place? 

| got hooked with a Texas Instruments calculator, 
a TI-57, that | started programming ot age 13 
or so. It only had a numerical display. Part of 
what got me hooked is that it was a Christmas 
gift that arrived four months late. So | was a bit 
ike Calvin from Calvin And Hobbes waiting for 
his propeller hat. In the Dark Ages, unless you 
wanted to wait for ten minutes to get a lame 
game to load from tape at 300 bauds, the 
instant gratification was programming. Initially, 
was mostly interested in mathematics, plotting 
curves and this kind of thing. Over time, 
learned Z80 assembly language, but even 
hen the real game was understanding how to 
make the computer do things. 


How did you get into making games? 

only began coding games when a friend got 
a TH99/4A. That machine had sprites, a 
joystick, even a floppy drive. So we started 
spending our Saturdays writing small BASIC 
games. | think | only began coding serious 
games with the Atari ST. That machine had 

a floppy disk and some real fun games such 
as Time Bandit and The Pawn. 





What are you doing now? 

| still do 3D. | cofounded my company, 
Taodyne, four or five years ago and we do a 
glassesfree 3D technology called Tao3D. Even 
today, I'm still coding prototype games, but 
mostly to test graphics rendering ideas. 


the New Age theme was a mistake. It would 
probably have been more successful without it." 
Frederick Raynal, the Infogrames programmer 
who ported Alpha Waves to PC, agrees: "Alpha 
Waves was the first full 3D platformer game. 
Everything was moving fast on the screen and 
the gameplay was very challenging. | think 
Infogrames made a mistake trying to sell it as 
a New Age brain-motivating experience, instead 
of an efficient and modern platformer.” 
While the Age Of Aquarius chic mystified 
the wider world and might have caused the game 
to sink into obscurity shortly after release, Alpha 
Waves’ influence on Raynal led to bigger things. 
"Alpha Waves made me think in 3D," he says. 
"While making it, | was thinking about what could 








be the future of adventure games with 3D 
computed animation and skinned characters.” 

Fired up by the platformer, Raynal began 
work on Alone In The Dark, the Lovecraftian 
1992 survival horror that would finally give 
Infogrames the hit it had been searching for. 

The games financial success meant that the 
publisher could begin the process of swallowing 
up rivals such as Atari, Ocean Software, GT 
Interactive and Gremlin Interactive. 

For De Dinechin, however, Alpha Waves 
was both the start and end of his game-making 
career. "At some point in my discussions with 
nfogrames, | said my dream would be to buy a 

eXT workstation, which at the time cost about 
100,000 francs [£1 1,000]," he says. “I think 
hey registered that and thought, ‘As long as we 
pay him that much, he is going to be happy.’ | 
had to send formal letters every few months to 
nfogrames for overdue royalties. In the end, when 
put all the payments together, | had the amount 
or the NeXTstation, practically to the franc." 

The lack of income from the game’s North 
American release (under the name Continuum) 
also annoyed him. “I knew Infogrames were 
trying to expand overseas and | asked, ‘Does it 
sell there?’ and it was always, ‘Zero, zero, zero. 
| said, ‘That's strange. You did not sell any there?’ 
They said, ‘Nah, it doesn't work there.’" 

De Dinechin grew tired of chasing his late 
royalties. "After a while, | realised | have other 
ways to make a living, there is more out there 
than videogames, and | sort of gave up — not 
necessarily for the worst," he says. "I think Alpha 
Waves was ahead of its time, but | did not know 
it at the time. I'd probably have spent more time 
on perfecting 3D technology if | had had a better 
relationship with Infogrames. But | spent something 
like two years trying to get royalties from them 
and | said, ‘Never again." 

Not that money was the motivation behind 
making Alpha Waves, the PC version of which is 
now available to play on the Internet Archive 
under its US title. "| was doing it because it was 
fun," De Dinechin says. "The true reasons for 
doing it were intellectual enlightenment, learning 
how things work with computers, and a feeling 
| had that at some point we would be able to 
create full realistic game environments and 3D 
worlds. What made Alpha Waves interesting 
was the physics more than the 3D graphics. 
lt was one of the first 3D games where you 
could really interact with anything you saw." BI 














@ Players chose one of six abstract 
objects to control, all forged out of the 
game's limited range of 3D shapes. 

@ The cover art to the US release of 
Alpha Waves, which was published by 
Data East under the name Continuum. 
© Rooms are arranged into 12 zones 
according to the type of emotional 
experience they supposedly offer. 

Q Alpha Waves' mellow European 
cover matched the box's assortment 
of New Age slogans, such as "cosmic 
remoteness" and "dream rapture". 

@ It might have lacked in-game music, 
but the Atari ST version could be 
played in monochrome hi-res mode. 

Q Alpha Waves' 3D objects look basic 
now, but in 1990 the number of them 
drawn onscreen was cutting edge 
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AXIS 
ANIMATION 


The Glasgow animation studio 
that rode a wave of undead 
to the peak of game CGI 


By Joe DONNELLY 





lthough Dead Island 2, Alien: Isolation, 

and Dying Light are all horror genre 

siblings, they share another, far less 

obvious consanguinity: Axis Animation. 
Founded in 2000 and based in Glasgow, Axis 
has grown from a four-person outfit to one tha 
employs over 40, not including its phalanx of 
freelancers, and has established itself in the 
upper echelons of videogame CGI creation. 
For just over a decade, the studio spread itsel 
between games, TV, film and ads, but it wasn't 
until it was approached by Deep Silver in 201 
that it would cement a place at the forefront o 
an industry by producing the much-discussed 
Dead Island announcement trailer. 

Games have always been in the studio's 
blood, though, with co-founders Richard Scott, 
Stuart Aitken, Graham McKenna and Dana 
Dorian first meeting at the small, Bellshill-based 
Digital Animations Group in the late '9Os. Here, 
they contributed to VRally 2 and Deathtrap 
Dungeon, and built strong relationships with 
developers and publishers in the process. 

"When we decided to set up Axis, we knew 
the game industry was going to be a big part of 
what we did, because it was in the DNA of what 
we'd been doing before," co-founder and MD 
Richard Scott tells us. "We were doing a lot of 
different work with places like Cartoon Network 
and The Disney Channel, but we realised where 
our strength and passion lay." 





For Scott, games ore a vehicle for design, 
animation and action that inspires. Creative 
director Stuart Aitken may be the biggest 
enthusiast from a hobbyist perspective, but Axis 
has built itself around an understanding of what 
sets games apart from other media. “It's a 
different type of world; it's a genre world,” Scott 
says. "A lot of things that we were creating [in 
the early years] were for a very broad audience. 
If you're making a commercial, for example, 
there will be some people that it'll appeal to 
more, but it's still likely to be aimed at a wide- 
ranging sample. Games are a bit like filmmaking, 
in that it's all very genreled. Yet it's also two-way; 
it's interactive. That was something that really 
appealed to us, because we were big fans of 
different game genres in varying ways.” 

Despite the studio's desire and game-related 
expertise, 11 years of graft would pass before 
the explosive success of its Dead Island trailer 
launched the animation house to the top of the 
game CGI pile, breaking it into the insiders’ 
circle of industry-trusted animators. At the time, 














Axis Animation moves in global circles, but it still operates 
from the Glasgow-based headquarters pictured here 


both Dead Island and Deep Silver were relatively 
unknown — these were the days prior to Deep 
Silver subsidiary Koch Media's procurement of 
THQ. As such, the German-based developer 
placed itself largely in Axis's hands. According 
to Scott, being afforded such creative freedom 

is rare. Axis seized the opportunity. 

"[Dead Island] was a relatively low-on-the- 
radar game at the time," Scott says. "[Deep 
Silver] wanted to raise its profile further if it could, 
so there was quite a lot of creative freedom for 
us to be a partner with them, kick around the 


AXIS 


Founded 2000 

Employees 45 

Key staff Richard Scott (MD), Stuart Aitken 
(creative director), Dana Dorian (director), 
Graham McKenna (head of 3D) 

URL www.axisanimation.com 

Selected contributions Alien: Isolation, Dying 
light, Crackdown, Dead Island, Infinity Blade: 
Origins, Need For Speed Rivals, Fable 
legends, Street Fighter X Tekken 

Current projects TBA 


and work out how we can create something 
that's really going to engage an audience." 

All the attention boosted Axis's profile, and 
jobs from other big-name game companies came 
flooding in. Axis has since worked with Capcom 
to promote Street Fighter X Tekken, EA on Need 
For Speed Rivals, with Warner Bros on Dying 
Light, and Activision to tease the zombies mode 
of Call Of Duty: Advanced Warfare. 

Although Axis may not quite be a household 
name - its fame isn’t quite on the same scale as, 
say, Blizzard — it is now renowned within its field, 
a result of consistently pushing at its boundaries. 
Nowadays, Axis works almost exclusively within 


"GAMES ARE A BIT LIKE FILMMAKING, 


IN THAT 
IT'S ALSO TWO-WAY 


ideas, massage them and really come up with 
something that they felt — and we felt — would be 
different. We ended up being very successful; 
there's 14 million plays on the original IGN 
movie that went out, which is great." 

The interest didn't stop there. Aside from 
causing a media stir — a result of the trailer's 
graphic scenes of violence and gore — Axis 
also won a golden Lions Award at the Cannes 
Film Festival, as well as the top prize, the Grand 
Prix, at the Scottish Creative Awards. 

"IOur] Dead Island [trailer] was about 
really shaking up the world of commercials and 
advertising agencies, in that it didn't come from 
an advertising agency," Scott says. "It didn't 
come from the perceived 'machine' that would 
make a great piece of work like that, so to be 
recognised for that was quite exciting. 

"| also think this is a great example of the 
variety in our client relationships — this one was 
clearly a very collaborative partnership. The 
client knows the games story, the brand it's trying 
to create for that game, but we can bolt into that 


IT'S ALL VERY GENRE-LED. 


YET 


IT'S INTERACTIVE" 
he game industry, something Scott is proud to 
be doing out of his native Scotland. 

^| think there's always been a tendency to 
ook to London as a hub for talent and perhaps 
he best work," he says. "What | really find so 
interesting now about not just what we do, but 
with a lot of creative people and industries is 
hat there's great talent and great companies 
anywhere. From Australia to Asia to Europe to 
wherever, people will work with good people 
anywhere in the world in general as well. To 
be doing it in Scotland is important." 

Microsoft would also take an interest in Axis 
after 2011, thus promotional work for Fable 
Legends, Halo and the Xbox One iteration of 
Crackdown. But it was making the cinematics for 
the ten-episode-spanning Spartan Ops co-op 
campaign in Halo 4 that offered the studio its 
biggest challenge and its greatest opportunity to 
date. Before then, Axis had operated with a core 
team of 15 to 20, but this 12-month-long project 
forced the studio to expand like never before in 
order to cope with the increased workload. — 
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STUDIO PROFILE 


m d ny 


"The Spartan Ops work meant that we had 
to go bigger, because we were doing that and 
also another couple of other jobs simultaneously," 
Scott notes. "So we were up to about 100 at that 
point. We've had more growth over the past few 
years than we had [in the decade] previous 
o that. That gets you into the groove in terms of 
what it takes to be that scale and how many 
people you need to support a studio of that size. 

"But | think when you've never done anything 
ike that before, the only way to know is to screw 
it up, and then not do that again. Spartan Ops 
will always stick in my head forever, because it's 
he biggest thing that we've done to date — 50 
minutes of content really stretched us as a team, 
as a business, creatively. And it was amazing! 
We learned so much from doing that project." 








With all that experience behind it, Axis's 
place seems assured, but the future is always 
advancing, always uncertain. Expectations — 
particularly at the highestfidelity end of the 
spectrum — are greater now than ever before. 
The escalating demands induced by each new 
hardware generation are by no means exclusive 
to development teams — they affect Axis, too. 
Although increasing fidelity in a visual sense 
is any animation studio's natural goal, Scott is 
quick to assert that this doesn't necessarily mean 
making its work more realistic in a conventional 
sense. Sure, Axis's aim is to give any game work 
the highest production values it can possibly 
have, but that doesn't always equate to realistic. 
"The thing with CGI is that it's always going 
to look x number per cent higher fidelity [and] 
higher production value than the game itself,” 
Scott says. "So if the newer consoles are capable 
of 20 per cent more [graphically] than consoles 
were previously, then we probably need to go 
20 per cent more than we were previously, 
or maybe 30 per cent more." 
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Videogames are a massive part of the daily routine at Axis, as illustrated by the collection 


So what about those games that function 
entirely without CGI? It is fashionable among 
a certain circle of game creators to eschew 
cutscenes and allow narratives to unfold in-game. 
Some would argue that the inclusion of such 
sequences at all removes the player to the point 
where the virtual world becomes less credible. 
With this in mind, what happens to Axis if CGI 
is one day no longer required in videogames? 

"That's a question we ask ourselves every 
year, and our clients ask us, and we ask our 
clients," Scott admits. "I think there will always 
be a place for it in some way, but | think we've 
shifted our mindset with what we bring to the 
table. Yes, the execution in CG is a big part of 





of memorabilia lining the office walls (left). The studio has grown from a four-person outfit 
to an extended team of over 100 staff, an expansion necessitated in part by Spartan Ops 


with our game clients, but also to look at how 
we can use it in other things that we do. 

"What people are doing in realtime engines 
at the moment blows our minds. You look at some 
of the demos that are getting done at the minute 
— either on thirdparty or proprietary engines — 
and some of them are incredible! They are right 
up there with what we're capable of doing, so 
it's an exciting time from that perspective." 

But it could be said that it's been an exciting 
period for the studio ever since Dead Island, 
what with work for the varied likes of Grid 2, 
Drakensang Online and Guild Wars 2: Heart Of 
Thorns. Does Scott look back on any of those 
game projects with particular fondness? 


“SPARTAN OPS WILL ALWAYS STICK IN 


MY HEAD FOREVER, 


BECAUSE 


IT’S THE 


BIGGEST THING THAT WE’VE DONE” 


what we do, but | think more than ever we're 
trying to be about bringing great ideas, great 
storytelling, great directing talent — because that 
adds more value to the relationship you have 
with your client — than simply great execution." 
Fortunately, Axis is now also in the position 
of being able to decide its own future, investing 
in new avenues against the day that CGI ever 
does become redundant in games. 
"Over the past five years or so, we've been 
pushing this other criteria to the front more... 
We've been working with certain developers 
on cutscenes that end up in the realtime engine, 
rather than being prerendered as CG at all. 
We're doing our own game engine R&D 
programme right now, where we're looking at 
how we can increase our knowledge base in 
realtime engines — not just to be able to work 





"Different projects stick out for different 
reasons," he says. "Some of them stick out 
creatively because they're really different. Some 
of the more stylised work we do — the Guild 
Wars: Heart Of Thorns trailer that we just did, the 
Infinity Blade one — those were really different 
stylistically, and that really appeals to me from 
a design perspective. Again, Spartan Ops and 
of course Dead lsland stick out too, because that 
was completely out of nowhere, unexpected by 
us, and opened us up to many people around 
the world who didn't know who we were." 

He may not be able to pick a favourite, 
but Scott does offer his humble and almost 
self-effacing outlook on Axis's dramatic rise to 
prominence. "To do that from essentially a small 
company in Glasgow blows my mind. We still 
ask, ‘How did that happen?" mi 
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) Axis has worked with 
Microsoft on several occasions 
and recently delivered the 
debut trailer for Lionhead's 
forthcoming Fable Legends. 
^^ Exo Zombies, a game mode 
released in January for Call Of 
Duty: Advanced Warfare, was 
also heralded by the studio. 

Ð Hamburg's Bigpoint enlisted 
Axis's services for work on a 
slow-motion cinematic trailer 
to promote browser-based 
RPG Drakensang Online. 

This teaser for Halo's 
transition to Xbox One was 
shown to a whopping audience 
at E3 2013. Axis estimates 
that some ten million people 
have now watched the trailer. 
© The Dead Island series has 
landed Axis multiple accolades, 
with this playful Dead Island 2 
teaser also winning big at the 
Scottish Creative Awards 


PLAY 


REVIEWS. PERSPECTIVES. INTERVIEWS. AND SOME NUMBERS 


STILL 
PLAYING 


Ultra Street Fighter IV PS4 

The definitive version, they said. We've 
fixed the input latency, they said. Maybe 
Capcom’s vision for the definitive version 
of Street Fighter IV was laggy menus, 
unintentional balance changes, graphical 
glitches and even more latency than the 
PS3 version, but we doubt it. Patches are 
slowly bringing it up to speed, but Other 
Ocean's port was meant to build hype for 
SFV. If anything, it's done the opposite. 


The Unfinished Swan PS4 

Three years on from its release, Giant 
Sparrow's debut has lost little of its mystery 
and none of its charm. Very little has been 
tinkered with for this port, although a 
smooth 60fps and 1080p resolution better 
showcase the minimalist visuals. A later 
section involving water and vines seems to 
be more responsive, too. If you haven't 
experienced this storybook brought to life, 
now’s the time to rectify that. And if you 
have, then it's begging for a second read. 


Xenoblade Chronicles 3D New 305 

In anticipation of X’s western release, we 
returned to the Bionis to relearn the arts of 
positional, team-based combat. What we 
were unprepared for is quite how well a 
game of such monolithic scale works on 
Nintendo’s new handheld, breaking up an 
overwhelming RPG into digestible chunks 
with the snap of a lid. Conversely, despite 
the graphical downgrade, it’s a lavish 
world to be able to dip into at zero notice. 


c2 
PLAY-ASIACOM. 


Import games provided 
for review by Hong Kong 
store www.play-asia.com 


104 


REVIEWED 
THIS ISSUE 


106 Batman: Arkham Knight 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 


110 Splatoon 
Wii U 


114 Heroes Of The Storm 
PC 


116 Yoshi's Woolly World 
Wii U 


118 Destiny: House Of Wolves 
360, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 


120 Magicka 2 


PC, PS4 

121 Nom Nom Galaxy 
PC, PS4 

122 Massive Chalice 
PC, Xbox One 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Play content 


Building design into art 


When Bob Kane picked up his pencil early in 1939 and began to sketch 
out an idea for a new hero, his concern was keeping the higher-ups happy; 
DC Comics had grown fat on Superman's success and was hungry for more. 
While Clark Kent's and Bruce Wayne's alter egos have jostled for supremacy 
on printed page and cinema screen since, it is Batman who has proven the 
better fit for videogames, and it all stems from Kane's original design. 

The cover of Detective Comics #27 shows the Caped Crusader swinging 
over the rooftops, a perp slung under one arm, a rope in the other, and his cape 
billowing out behind him. Over three-quarters of a century later, in Batman: 
Arkham Knight, he glides and grapples around a vast videogame Gotham, his 
traversal set still faithful to that first appearance. Also introduced early on was the 
Batmobile, though we can't imagine Kane ever pictured Wayne's red convertible 
becoming a tank and tearing through an army of drones. 

Splatoon works it the other way around, with inking 
mechanics that guide its aesthetic. It is a shooter for people 
who don't play shooters, hence its family-triendly look; it is 





a game of territory control, hence its ink, its readable colour 
palettes and, ultimately, its shape-shifting squids. 

Yoshi's Woolly World, meanwhile, is set in a world made 
entirely of yarn, an aesthetic that presents Good-Feel with 
an opportunity to freshen up a rather frayed mechanical 
template. It does so, but haltheartedly, spending too much 
of its runtime being an old game with a new aesthetic. 

Art direction and game design are often treated as 
separate disciplines, and the two don't always gel naturally. 
But when they come together in a virtuous loop, it creates a 
keeps players hooked - something 
no visual style alone can achieve. 
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PLAY 


Batman: Arkham Knight 


or better and worse, power creep is an accepted fact 
of superhero media. The escapades of costumed 
crusaders rely largely on spectacle, on the drama 
of overcoming, and so escalation is inevitable when 
seeking ways to tax a being who can already put the fear 
of God into a room full of crooks faster than Lord Sugar. 

As the closing part of Rocksteady’s Arkham trilogy, 
and the first in the series to leave behind old hardware, 
Batman: Arkham Knight is no exception. This is no 
longer the Batman of Arkham Asylum, caught on the hop 
and in a tightly bound trap, but a Batman with a bulging 
utility belt and move list from the off. He exists within 
a game that flirts with the line between more and 
excess, but for the vast majority of the runtime nails 
pushing its systems to their limits, not beyond them. 

Gotham is the chief beneficiary of Arkham Knight's 
substantial development time, its sizable, bridge-linked 
islands feeling like the full realisation of what Arkham 
City began. It's a substantial feat, capacious yet densely 
packed with rain-slicked architecture, its landmarks 
recognisable yet part of an utterly convincing whole. 
These sights dot the city, rather than cluster together 
for warmth, but every angle still tells a story. In a 
Canary Wharf-like district, glass needles claw at the 
heavens to escape their mouldering foundations; 
elsewhere, Oracle's clock tower stands sentinel over a 
warren of ramshackle concrete and sickly neon. This 
Gotham is neither gaming's largest nor most visually 
varied open world — perpetual night and a gritty tone 
allow only a few accent colours, such as the muted reds 
of Chinatown and fluorescent Riddler green — but it is 
no less an evocative playground for that, and no inch is 
closed off behind loading screens. It is a marvel that, 
like Yharnam, justifies leaving past consoles behind. 

There's more to it than layout, though. Despite 
being cleared of civilians, these streets are invitingly 
full, brimming with crims, side stories and Riddler 
trophies. Rocksteady steadily unfurls more and more 
as this long Halloween wears on. Intel drops for Most 
Wanted quests, which feed into incarcerating a chunk of 
the rogues gallery, are gated by your overall progression 
percentage, while the Riddler boasts of deploying more 
of his trophy puzzles throughout the night. Combined 
with the smart mission wheel, it makes for a game that 
always feels busy, but has a focus that has long eluded 
the packed maps and blazing icons of its peers. 

Batman himself has seen a few upgrades since he 
went fist-to-brain with Hugo Strange, quickly acquiring 
an even more capable batsuit. In freeflow combat, well- 
timed reactions can grant you throw counters, letting 
you push back encircling goons. In Predator stealth 
segments, the suit enables the fear takedown, used to 
turn out pockets of armed resistance by knocking down 
up to three clustered gunmen (more with upgrades) in 
quick succession. While it must be recharged with a 
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Publisher Warner Bros 
Developer Rocksteady 

Format PC, PS4 (version tested), 
Xbox One 

Release Out now 


Is a game that 
always feels 
busy, but has a 
focus that has 
long eluded the 
packed maps 
and blazing 
icons of its peers 





silent takedown, in Arkham games past that still might 
have allowed Bats to steam through these challenges, 
undermining the threat of armed gunmen. Crucially, in 
both freeflow combat and stealth sections, Rocksteady 
understands that Batman still needs vulnerabilities, so 
piles on new pressures that force you to prioritise and 
push you towards digging deep into the gadgets menu, 
but still leave a lot of flexibility in your approach. 


The Medic straddles both sides of being the 
Batman, and provides an excellent example. Capable of 
reviving up to three KO'd mooks and covering fist- 
fighting combatants in an electrified shield so they 
cannot be countered safely, these white-suited support 
experts are a priority. In a fist fight, you could choose to 
deal with this by glide-kicking one's face in and doing a 
ground takedown before anyone can rush to his aid, or 
use up one of your limited environmental takedowns 
(Square and Cross when you're near the object) to take 
him instantly out of play. A quickfire batclaw to reel 
him in from the sidelines will interrupt his interference, 
and you might choose to follow that up with a damaging 
punch. In Predator arenas, where every downed man 
draws unwanted attention sooner or later, this enemy 
type is an obvious early target, but whether you go loud 
and use the remote hacking device to detonate a nearby 
canister, wait for a cluster to gather for a fear takedown, 
or simply silently choke the guy in a corner is up to you. 

These are the reactive, flexible systems that made 
Arkham City and Asylum class-leading, and an expertly 
judged flow of new abilities and threats means they're 
better than ever for old hands seeking a fresh challenge. 
The proliferation of enemy types that require specific 
responses — blade wielders, mooks with riot shields, 
charging goons best countered with a quick batarang, 
minigun heavies who are immune to silent takedowns — 
does mean the learning curve is steep now, but a suite 
of AR training and contextual prompts offers first- 
timers the means to surmount it, while not frustrating 
those with hundreds of hours under their utility belts. 

Batman has never been more powerful, or more 
vulnerable. But where Arkham Knight comes off the 
central reservation, often in a cloud of masonry shards, 
is with its Batmobile. Gadget, tank, melee finisher and 
race car, Rocksteady's burliest addition to the formula 
is an able aide, but one that's too frequently allowed to 
steal the bat-emblem-covered spotlight. 

Even so, Rocksteady gets a lot right. As a mode of 
transportation, it's a wonderful option, summoned with 
a bumper tap and left just as easily. Its slippery handling 
is complemented with a Burnout-style power slide and 
afterburner, and hooning around Gotham on your way 
to your next objective is soon second nature. Likewise, 
as a puzzle tool, it only expands the fantasy, its winch, 
ejector seat and wall-crumbling main cannon all adding > 





TOP Another side story sees you 
hunting down a serial killer, who 
leaves these crucified bodies to 
find around Gotham's islands. Each 
victi dentified by invasive 
Detective mode scans of their skin, 
muscles and bones, an inventively 
gruesome use for Bats' oldest toy. 
MAIN The city thrums with activity 
and is spellbinding from the air. It 
will get steadily more overrun by 
crooks as the night progresses, 
unless you dive in to clean it up. 
RIGHT You'll only ever don Robin's 
tights briefly, but it comes at the 
pinnacle of the game. The Boy 
Wonder's banter is note-perfect, 
and his use as a flexible extension 
of Batman in stealth and combat 
will make you realise how much 
Bruce chooses to shoulder alone 


ABOVE Catwoman is taken hostage by the Riddler, who sets a number of 
fiendish tasks to free her. Subterranean race courses are just part of this 
gauntlet, complemented by fantastic team-up puzzles in her makeshift cell 





variation to the puzzle-solving toolbox, particularly 
when driven remotely to aid a Batman in the field. 
Where it falls down is combat; engaging the Arkham 
Knight's drones in Battle mode is never particularly 
engaging, a rhythmic little pace breaker that lacks the 
nuance of freeflow. It becomes problematic primarily 
through overexposure. Despite gaining a few special 
ability upgrades in the course of the main story, fighting 
as the Batmobile never evolves far beyond the basics of 
strafe-dodging the bright beams that signal incoming 
fire and responding with punchy cannon fire. As the 
story throws more and more drones into tighter arenas, 
the frustration mounts. Special-power juice is your 
main means to control space, but drains away with 
every hit you take, so the time when you most need a 
missile barrage is also when you're least likely to get it. 


Batmobile overuse hits a nadir, however, when 
vehicle stealth is introduced via Cobra drones, and in 
one driving boss fight that will stretch your patience to 
the limit. Stifling, rigid and painfully slow, taking out 
Cobras is everything that Predator stealth is not, and 
their ability to one- or two-shot you at great distance 
makes them grating foes. In the past, Arkham story 
modes have seen Batman punch a shark; for the hour or 
two you spend fighting Cobras and that boss, you may 
begin to wonder if the Dark Knight's finally jumped it. 
Still, if that were all Arkham Knight's main thread 
got wrong, it could just be diluted by catching up on 
sidequests, but it has another disappointment in store 
in its storytelling. Some hallucinogenic sequences are 
all but mandated by Scarecrow playing Big Bad, but 
so fond of fear gas fake-outs are the writers that it 
becomes hard to invest in events at all. The Arkham 
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Team-ups are limited to self- 
contained moments of the 


game, but the minutes spent 
with the Bat family are among 
Arkham Knight's best. A big 
part of what a teammate brings 
is combat scale, upping the 
thug count but giving you 

a quickly recharging dual 
takedown move, which offers a 
dollop of achingly cool spectacle 
and swaps you into the body of 
your partner when triggered. 
You'll also work with Catwoman 
to overcome a special set of 
Riddler puzzles built for two, 
and direct Robin for a slice of 
co-op stealth midway through 
the central arc, briefly allowing 
you to easily overcome enemies 
that Batman alone has to defeat 
the hard way. These moments 
wonderfully communicate the 
strengths of Wayne's support 
network, even as Scarecrow 
works to expose its flaws. 
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You'll often have to drive subdued villains back to the GCPD lockup, which 
allows Rocksteady time to tie off their involvement. The police HQ's cells 
and evidence lockup also serve as a trophy cabinet for all your hard work 


Knight, meanwhile, is an Olympic-level whiner, and the 
mystery surrounding him is thin, too, foreshadowed so 
heavily that there's only one person who could be under 
the mask hours before it comes off. Worse, convenience 
regularly trumps consistency, with no end of dilemmas 
solved by having a win button installed for the occasion. 

Again, these low points are displayed in the harshest 
light by contrast. Elsewhere, the Riddler is as piquant 
a wit as ever, purveyor of cruelly brilliant observations. 
Poison Ivy's insouciance is spot on, and some affecting 
moments with the extended Bat family await in the 
captivating side stories. It's not like the main thread 
doesn't have bright spots: the segment in Gotham's 
old movie studios when you team up with Robin for 
co-op stealth and brawling is full of screen magic, 
Alfred's Martini-dry delivery is a stellar counterpoint 
to Conroy's institution of a Batgrowl, and a more hands- 
off approach to investigation scenes is liberating. It also 
bears knowing that not all the twists lack impact, and 
even feed into the game's best bit: luxuriating in this 
open world and sampling freely from its diversions. 

It's a shame Rocksteady's final Batman game comes 
with caveats at all, but what might buckle lesser titles 
here serves to highlight the strengths of all the studio 
has introduced. The Arkham series’ systems are now 
part of the lexicon of gaming, but Knight again proves 
that no one knows how to escalate them better than the 
outfit that showed the world why capturing the hero 
fantasy is as much about weakness as power. Its biggest 
adventure to date isn’t flawless, but the Dark EH 
Knight's return is far from one to underestimate. 
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Post Script 


Interview: Sefton Hill, game director 


ocksteady co-founder and Arkham series game 

director Sefton Hill is about as inside Batman's 

head as it is possible to be, having dedicated eight 
years to making players feel like the world's greatest 
detective. Here we ask him about shaping an adventure 
that peels open Bruce Wayne's mind for all to see, and 
introducing focus to the open-world template. 


Your Gotham is full of character. What do you have 
to take into account when filling up a city like this? 
Something that I guess we learned from Arkham City 
was being able to make sure the player can see, and be 
drawn into, all these exciting experiences, and also 
fundamentally making sure that they all feel different. 
We also wanted to create a city that had a really high 
density of content, and everywhere you looked there 
was something exciting to do. And something that I 
think the step to [new hardware] really allowed us to do 
was fill the city with concurrent gameplay — all these 
events and actions and things you can get drawn into 
are all there, all running at the same time. I do think it 
comes back to those initial decisions when we were 
looking at designing all the different missions. I kind of 
hate the term ‘side mission’ because it makes them feel 
like they're second-class citizens, and something we 
really wanted [was for them] to not feel like that. 


The mission wheel works hard to declutter the game. 
Did you feel like that was something you took away 
from making City, or from the industry as a whole? 
A lot of design is through kind of frustration — when 
you're trying to access all of this content in other open- 
world games that I play, trying to understand all of that 
content can be very frustrating. So we came up with the 
idea of the mission wheel. It was an idea that I came up 
with quite late, a couple of years in, once we'd got in a 
lot of the missions. We wanted a good way for the 
player to contextualise all the missions very quickly. 
Because when you're just scrolling around on a map 
picking icons, it doesn't have any kind of heart and 
soul behind it, it doesn't explain the context behind 
what you're doing. So we wanted a really quick way — 
there are 14 of these Most Wanted missions in the 
game to go after — for the player to really understand 
the context behind those. 


The tone of Arkham Knight's writing is different — 
it's more hallucinogenic, and digs into the darker 
parts of Batman's psyche. How did you approach it? 
Well, I guess up front we knew where we wanted to go 
with the story, but obviously we have this vehicle, a way 
we can really delve deep into Batman's psyche and give 
you that kind of unique look through Batman's inner 





"Batman faces 
some real tough 
dilemmas; at 
times, he can be 
a real bastard. 
But | think we 
take you on 

that journey" 





monologue. So that was something that allowed us to 
show his workings, and allowed the writing to be darker, 
more emotional and expressive of what's happening 
behind the scenes. The core theme of the game is how 
Batman's allies are his strength and his weakness, and 
he has some really difficult dilemmas in that. I think 
hat one thing we were really trying to do was focus the 
game — because of the size of the game, I didn't want to 
ose that heart and soul that we had going right back to 
Asylum. And Batman faces some real tough dilemmas; at 
imes he can be a real bastard. But, you know, I think we 
ake you on that journey and you can understand why 
he has to make the choices that he does. 








The Batmobile plays a massive role. Did you come to 
the planning phase with a lot of its uses in mind? 
We definitely came with a lot of ideas, and worked on it 
with Adam Doherty, who's the player code director. But 
fundamentally, we didn't want [the Batmobile] to feel a 
separate entity to Batman; we wanted it to feel like the 
ultimate Batman gadget. That was really the focus of 
what we wanted. We never planned for there to be 
discrete driving levels and then you never get the car 
again — we were only going to do it if it was something 
that was totally inherent to the design right from day 
one. It did develop over time as well. I can't say we 
started off with the way Battle mode works; [it's] 
completely different to Pursuit mode. We knew we 
wanted those areas in the game, but the way that's 
controlled, that's something we iterated on over time. 
Saying that, we always have a rule that if it's not good 
enough, it doesn't stay in the game. 


When you already have a stealth system as good as 
the Predator rooms, why introduce vehicle stealth? 
The Cobra tanks were something we introduced to 
create variety in the Arkham Knight's attacks. He's got 
the lighter drone tanks that he's using, and in a sense 
we saw that as analogous to the freeflow combat, as 
something that was fast-moving, something where you 
keep your combo going, and has a similar feel. [But] we 
wanted something that feels like a threat, even when 
you're in the Batmobile, and that's when we got to 

the idea of the Cobra tanks kind of hunting you down 
throughout the city. It had a good feeling right from 
the start. It is analogous in some ways to the Predator 
rooms, but it's sort of a different experience. Again, 
it's part of that thing of the Batmobile as an extension 
of Batman that we quite like... And we had this 
beautiful playground of Gotham as well. We wanted 

to ensure we were using that, so that Batman's use 

and knowledge of that, and the player's use and 
knowledge of that, were pushed to the fore. B 
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platoon feels like Nintendo's destiny. With outside 

support at low ebb, Wii U was always going to 

need new firstparty games, but Iwata’s insistence 
that these use the GamePad in meaningful fashion 
suggested that not all of its existing series would be 
suitable fits. More significantly, it was only 
a matter of time before the company began to rely on 
new creators coming up through the ranks, what with 
Miyamoto, Koizumi and co edging ever closer to 
retirement. Splatoon is a product of Nintendo’s Garage 
programme, designed to encourage its employees to 
freely explore new ideas. The result is, after a fashion, 
a thirdperson shooter, and it’s the most refreshing thing 
the publisher has produced internally for some time. 
Splatoon may not be quite as refined or as generous as 
Mario Kart 8, but it’s thrillingly new and so entertaining 
on a fundamental level that its odd little missteps 
hardly matter; the same applies to the brevity of its 
singleplayer campaign and some addon content of 
debatable value. In that light, perhaps Splatoon isn’t 
so much Nintendo’s destiny as Nintendo’s Destiny. 

Where Bungie combined the satisfying gunplay of 
Halo with the character building of an RPG and the 
hooks of an F2P MMOG, Nintendo has also assembled 
a medley of ideas from a broad range of sources. There’s 
the unbridled invention of Super Mario Galaxy, but 
you'll also detect a hint of MOBA in Splatoon, and its 
central ink-spraying mechanic recalls Blue Tongue’s 
undervalued puzzle-platformer De Blob. The game’s 
main mode is a three-minute Turf War between two 
teams of four humanoid Inklings, who can assume 
cephalopod form with a squeeze of the left trigger. Your 
objective is simple — to have inked more territory than 
the other team when the timer ends — and the process 
of pursuing it is irresistible, capturing that childlike joy 
you associate with Nintendo at its best. You’re a kid 
now, it says. Go make the biggest mess you can. 

It’s 180 seconds of organised chaos underpinned by 
systems of real elegance. Here, ink is everything: a way 
of keeping score, your ammunition, a place to hide and 
to reload. Spray it on the ground and speed through it 
as a squid, or aim at the walls to race up them to the 
advantageous high ground, spots from which to cast 
your ink farther or wider, or simply to get the drop on 
the other team. This is holistic design at its finest, and 
powers a game that benefits hugely from immediacy. 
Splatoon offers perhaps the most level playing field of 
any shooter, because it doesn’t really matter if your 
aim isn’t perfect. If you hit a rival? Great. If you miss 
them? You’re still helping. Even if you’re subsequently 
splatted, that enemy’s movement will likely have been 
slowed by your ink — players can’t swim through the 
other side’s ink, and their walking pace is also reduced 
as they squelch agonisingly through it — forcing them 
to retreat, or leaving them vulnerable to a nearby ally. 
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Splatoon offers 
the most level 
playing field 

of any shooter, 
because it 
doesn’t really 
matter if your 
aim isn’t perfect 





The ranked mode Splat Zones is unlocked at level 
ten, extending the clock to five minutes as players battle 
to capture and hold rectangular areas at the heart of 
each map. If team organisation is difficult in Splatoon 
thanks to the absence of voice chat — an understandable 
omission in a game designed to be child-friendly, but 
one that would seem to reduce its potential for truly 
tactical interplay — it occurs more organically here. 
Shielded players can bump into allies to transfer the 
protective bubble, while the Echolocator that reveals 
enemy positions is as useful to your teammates as to 
yourself. The ability to tap your touchscreen to leap to 
a teammate’s position or a beacon they’ve laid not only 
curtails that lonely trudge back to the frontline after 
respawning, but also allows you to help even the odds 
in a heated exchange. You'll quickly learn to adapt your 
tactics according to the map and your current weapon 
set, launching Seekers down Port Mackerel’s narrow 
channels, or patrolling Kelp Dome’s gantries with a 
Splatterscope trained on unsuspecting Roller players. 





Just five maps were available at launch, with four 
in rotation once ranked battle unlocked. Yet concerns 
that repetition could lead to a dwindling playerbase 
before a free August update have been assuaged by the 
three new weapons and two maps added within a 
fortnight. Besides, 40 hours in, we're still toying with 
new combinations of weapons, still trying to find the 
sweet spot where fashion meets utility when it comes 
to new gear. Sure, those purple trainers go well with our 
slick headphones, but with a roller equipped we want 
something to give us an extra burst of speed. 

And if the central plaza, with its characterful cast 
of piscine shopkeepers and laudable commitment to 
marine puns (it's a dead heat between Ammo Knights 
and Booyah Base for us), isn't enough of a distraction, 
you can head underground to a singleplayer campaign 
that's anything but an afterthought. With an increased 
focus on traversal and inventive battles against the 
Octarian enemies — including a group of mobile foes 
that would make for a fine bot substitute — it's as 
much a platformer as it is a shooter, with inventive 
flourishes that might, upon consideration, upset the 
accessibility and equilibrium of the multiplayer game. 
The concluding boss fight, meanwhile, suggests 
Nintendo's designers admired PlatinumGames' The 
Wonderful 101 more than its marketing team did. 

A disposable, one-on-one local multiplayer mode is 
the only token gesture in a game that, while slight in 
form, feels complete in its realisation. As such, its few 
idiosyncrasies, like the inability to quit lobbies or tinker 
with loadouts while you wait, are forgivable in light of 
everything it gets right. Splatoon is far from a typical 
Nintendo game, but it bears all the hallmarks of 9 | 
its maker. The future, it seems, is in safe hands. 


Cap'n Eurtictish Ñ : 
it's time to feed the fish, ABOVE The hub in the campaign is oddly sparse, though there's a light 
bueko! @haaaaarge! puzzle-platforming element involved in locating the entry points to 

the missions. We have no idea why these kettles are the way in, mind 
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MAIN Camping on high ground is 
tacitly discouraged by the scoring 
system: you might help your team 
by sniping the opposition, but you 
won't have covered much turf. 
Players equipped with charger 
weapons often finish rounds with 
the most kills and fewest points. 
ABOVE The compatible Amiibo 
unlock a slew of challenges. These 
involve replaying the singleplayer 
missions with restrictions imposed, 
such as using a roller, or finishing 
without exhausting a limited ink 
supply. There's some exclusive gear 
available for completing them, 
though this doesn't boast as many 
perks as the rarest in-game items. 
RIGHT It's easy to take the ink 
physics for granted, but this gaudy, 
gloopy stuff is delightfully tactile. 
The sound effects are perfect, from 
the wet splat as ink leaves your 
gun to the slick squelch as you 
glide through it in squid form 
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New map Port Mackerel dropped just 
days after launch, and the singleplayer 
hints that more are already finished 


Post Script 








Why Nintendo's approach to Splatoon's community may not be naivety 


ere's a prediction: no one will be 

questioning Splatoon's perceived value 

in three months' time. Surprise maps 
Port Mackerel and Kelp Dome arrived quickly, 
and Nintendo has promised a rollout of free 
content in the coming weeks, culminating in 
a substantial August update, by which time 
we'll have more new stages, gear, weapons and 
two new ranked battle modes. We'll also have 
witnessed the first Splatfest, a metagame that 
invites players to answer an Everybody Votes- 
style question and earn points for their side 
through online victories. Of greater interest to 
some will be new matchmaking functionality; 
we'll finally be able to form a team with three 
friends, or set up eightplayer private sessions. 

Naturally, questions are being asked over 
whether all of that should have been on the 
disc. Some have suggested that Splatoon was 
hurried out to fill a gap in Wii U's thin release 
schedule, and simply wasn't finished when it 
launched. Then again, those first two map 
additions were clearly ready to go — and of 
the two other confirmed locations, Bluefin 
Depot appears in the singleplayer campaign, 
while Camp Triggerfish was showcased in a 
recent Direct broadcast. 
Ostensibly, this is counterproductive. 

Assuming the levels are done, why wait? 
Many will attribute it — along with the rest 
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of the game's restrictions — to Nintendo's 
inexperience online. Perhaps this is a cannier 
move than that. This is, after all, a new kind 
of shooter, one designed to attract those who 
had previously been discouraged from playing 
online. Launching with just five maps and two 
modes — and one of those locked out until 
you hit level ten — suggests a keenness to not 
overwhelm newcomers with choice. Forming 
teams in private games makes sense once the 
community has been established, by which 
time those previously unfamiliar with online 
shooters will be comfortable enough to either 
ignore or take advantage of fresh options. 
And, of course, a regular flow of new stuff 
gives players an incentive to return. 

That's a generous assessment, but 
sometimes we grow accustomed to certain 
conventions without questioning them, and 
then the moment they're subverted, we're too 
quick to dismiss alternatives. And it would be 
foolish not to think other online games could 
learn lessons from Splatoon. Consider how 
quickly you start an online match: whether 
you walk your Inkling into the lobby or simply 
tap the icon on the GamePad display, you're 
just two taps (three if you're joining a friend) 
and a short wait from being thrust into a 
game with seven strangers, before being 
randomly assigned to a team that is shuffled 


after every round. Those who want to play 
alongside pals will see that as a negative, but 
this way you're unlikely to be repeatedly 
paired with the expert splatter who always 
tops the scoreboard, or burdened by a novice 
who wastes time spraying the walls, thinking 
that they're contributing to the score. 

If Splatoon's restrictions are less down to 
inexperience so much as Nintendo trying to 
be different, it still doesn't get everything 
right. There's no excuse for not allowing 
loadout changes between rounds — producer 
Hisashi Nogami says he wants to encourage 
players to learn every weapon, but there must 
be a better incentive. Having to view the 
announcement of the current maps each time 
you boot the game and being kicked out every 
time that rota changes are missteps, too. 

Idealism sometimes trumps pragmatism 
in Nintendo's designs. Splatoon is meant 
to encourage positive play habits (short 
sessions, friendly competition) but it doesn't 
take into account how most of us experience 
online games, nor realise many would have 
expected at least some of these features at 
launch. Nonetheless, given the 40 hours we've 
already sunk into the apparently skeletal 
version 1.0, and Nintendo's evident longterm 
commitment, our time with Splatoon will 
be anything but a fleeting fling. B 
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Heroes Of The Storm 


eroes Of The Storm was once, in a previous 

incarnation, called Blizzard All-Stars. Before that, 

it was Blizzard DOTA. Both titles make more 
apparent its debt to DOTA Allstars, the Warcraft III mod 
that launched a genre, laid the groundwork for a free- 
to-play revolution, and almost single-handedly elevated 
the profile of pro gaming. Blizzard changing its game's 
name indicates something more than a need to adapt to 
a world where the Dota trademark has become Valve's 
property or ‘MOBA is sometimes used as a pejorative. It 
represents a willingness to break with the past entirely. 

Heroes Of The Storm is a MOBA in that it places two 
teams of five RPG-style characters in competition with 
each other on a map that draws elements from tower 
defence and RTS games. These characters — in this case 
drawn from the Warcraft, StarCraft and Diablo games — 
gain power over the course of the match according to 
the fortunes of their team. Players make decisions about 
the role their avatar will fulfil by choosing options along 
branching decision trees; teams make decisions about 
how to make best use of the powers available to them 
and express this in the way they move about the map, 
which objectives they prioritise, and so on. 

The goal, as ever, is to help waves of AI-controlled 
minions break down enemy defences — turrets, walls, 
fortresses and the like — on the way to a vulnerable 
core, the destruction of which acts as a win condition. 
While skirmishes and duels will break out in the 
hinterlands between each base, these sieges represent 
the game's flashpoint battles: open war with ten 
players and vastly asymmetrical powers. 

Blizzard has embraced this aspect of the genre 
openly, while asking hard questions about the necessity 
of the more complex systems that support it in other 
games. In Heroes Of The Storm, players don't collect 
gold and they don't need to buy items mid-match. They 
don't have an individual power level at all, in fact. 
Instead, everybody contributes experience to a shared 
pool and teams level up as one. The removal of the 
farming or resource-gathering element places emphasis 
instead on the objectives scattered around the map. 


Each map, and there are seven at launch, offers a 
unique objective that governs the way matches on it 
play out. The most distinctive example is Haunted 
Mines, where the entire bottom level is occupied by 
undead whose skulls can be collected to empower a 
siege golem to knock over enemy buildings on your 
team's behalf. A similar effect can be achieved in 
Blackheart's Bay by paying a ghostly pirate for the use 
of his cannon; Garden Of Terror, meanwhile, reprises 
the resource-collection mechanic from Haunted Mines, 
but in this case the siege unit is controlled by a player. 
The game makes the importance of these objectives 
clear. Each map has its own announcer, who calls out as 
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Where other 
MOBAs feel 

like hobbies 
and demand a 
hobby-style time 
commitment, 
HOTS feels 

like a game 





matches progress from one stage to another, and each 
phase comes accompanied with timers, map indicators, 
and so on. Heroes Of The Storm has an immediacy that 
other MOBAs lack, particularly for new players. You are 
told what to do clearly, and while there is considerable 
strategic depth to how you do it — and when, and why 
— there is little of the baffled aimlessness that tends to 
accompany novice expeditions into this genre. 

Coupled with much shorter matches, this amounts 
to a degree of accessibility that belies the MOBA's 
severe reputation. This is the game you play if you've 
never understood the genre and want to, or if you do 
understand it and want to play it in a form that can be 
enjoyed fully in quick sessions. Where other MOBAs 
feel like hobbies and demand a hobby-style time 
commitment, Heroes Of The Storm feels like a game. 

This has downsides. Blizzard's influence on the art 
of casual and free-to-play gaming is understated but 
obvious. Here, the studio enters an arena that it should 
be able to dominate. Yet Heroes Of The Storm struggles 
to define itself as clearly as either World Of Warcraft 
or Hearthstone. It's strangely anodyne, despite the 
colourful characters and wide tonal range. Attempts at 
humour through voiceover aim so wide that they fail to 
make an impact, and in creating a new fantasy world 
Blizzard has leaned even harder on old ideas — ghost 
pirates, spider queens, Egyptian temples and so on — 
than it already does. It feels at times like all-out war 
has broken out in the world of PopCap's Zuma. 

The game also shies away from providing much 
match-to-match feedback, and locks off ranked play 
behind a substantial time investment. This is in line 
with Blizzard's goal to defang the genre - MOBA 
players have always valorised stats — but it goes too far, 
leaving you to come up with your own ways to measure 
longterm progress. In their place, you're given daily 
quests that offer you in-game gold in return for, say, 
winning three games as an assassin or while playing as a 
Diablo character. This is in turn spent on unlocking new 
characters. As such, this can sometimes feel more like a 
game about collecting action figures than about learning 
a competitive strategy game. Sometimes, it seems like 
the game is trying to hide that side of itself. 

It needn't. Heroes Of The Storm's great success is 
that it works harder than any other game to date to 
open up the strengths of this genre. It's not simply an 
accessible MOBA, but an inviting, transparent and fair 
one. It shines when Blizzard trusts new players to pick 
up complex concepts quickly once the most opaque 
barriers to entry have been knocked down. It could lose 
some of the softer tendencies of casual game design 
and still retain that vital generosity. Heroes Of The 
Storm amounts to a convincing reason to try MOBAs 
if you haven't already; Blizzard's next step is to E 
flesh out the reasons for you to stick around. 
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TOP Death isn't punished strongly 
in the early part of the match, but 
it becomes more important to stay 
safe as respawn times elongate. 
Fall at the wrong moment and it 
can cost your team the game. 
MAIN Seizing objectives at the 
right time is crucial. Teams that 
commit more people to holding 
these objectives often win out in 
the end. If you're not going to 
make that your priority, then you 
need to be decisive about what 
you intend to achieve instead. 
RIGHT With the right assets on your 
side, sieges are over quickly. To 
compensate, there are multiple 
layers of walls, gates, towers and 
forts to fight through before you 
reach the core. This gives your 
opponent lots of opportunities to 
fight their way back into the game 


ABOVE A single-lane map is made available to try out new heroes before 
you spend in-game gold or real-world cash to unlock them. It's useful for 
getting a sense of how abilities feel, but not how they play in a real fight 
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PLAY 


Yoshi's Woolly World 


hat are all these gems doing here? These 

sparkly pickups surely have no place in 

a world whose every fibre and inhabitant is 
made of craft materials. Yet here they are, glimmering 
invitingly, suggesting routes between platforms and 
tucked away behind knitted false walls. They're not just 
aesthetically inappropriate, but mechanically irksome, 
with one gem in each large group containing one of the 
20 Miiverse stamps woven throughout the level, stamps 
being one of four item types to be fully harvested from 
each stage if you want a 100 per cent rating. 

With no way of knowing which gem holds the stamp 
until you collect it, all you can do is seek out every last 
crystal. Yoshi's games have long played at a more leaden 
pace than Mario's, and they tend to prize methodical 
exploration over a sprint to the finish line. In 1995, as a 
novel twist on platform game conventions, it worked. 
Here, a slow pace feels more enforced than encouraged, 
and the knowledge that missing one collectible brings 
the same result as missing the lot of them provides 
less and less incentive to explore as things progress. 

That's largely because the process of exploration 
itself is unsatisfying. You must jump at every wall to 
see if it's a false one. You need to hold the button down 
to gain a little bit of lift and extra airtime, bumping 
Yoshi's head into ceiling after ceiling as you search 
every corner for a hidden cloud with a question mark 
on it. When an arrow tells you to go up, you must first 
go left, right and down, leaving no thread unmolested, 
no potentially breakable surface not ground-pounded, 
no woolly wall not licked, no nook or cranny unexplored 
as you seek out yet another thing to tick off a list. And 
you'd better do it all without taking a hit, too, since 
your stock of hearts will be totted up at level's end 
and factored into your rating as well. 

These elements are, admittedly, inherent to the 
Yoshi design document, and dictated in large part by 
his moveset. Those stubby, scrabbling little legs that 
slow an already leisurely jump arc; that ground pound; 
that extendable tongue gobbling up enemies to be 
turned into throwable eggs: Yoshi has never been built 
for grace or speed, and the absence here of a run button 
further takes the latter out of the equation. But here 
that familiar moveset signals a missed opportunity. 
Yoshi will always be Yoshi just as Mario will always be 
Mario, but Yoshi's Woolly World's aesthetic presents its 
developers with an option to freshen things up. It's an 
opportunity squandered more often than capitalised on. 

Yes, everything in the world — those pesky gems 
aside — is made of wool. And it looks sumptuous, a riot 
of fuzzy colour that's almost cloyingly cute at times, 
its antagonists and their wandering minions begging 
for a cuddle even as they bear down on you in the hope 
of ruining your chance of a perfect rating. It's a concept 
that's put to delicious aesthetic use throughout an 
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It's at its best 
when it tries to 
be something 
more. In one 
stage, you must 
guide a Chomp 
through a tightly 
designed cavern 





TOOTY FRUITY 

As tradition dictates, levels end 
with you jumping through a 
ring dotted with the sunflower 
face collectibles you've found in 
the preceding stage. A marker 
moves around the perimeter 
and slows to a stop after you 
pass through; if it alights on a 
sunflower, you trigger a bonus 
game in which you must collect 
chunks of fruit within a tight 
time limit. In previous games, 
success here would be rewarded 
with extra 1-Ups, but since this 
game has no lives system — 
death simply drops you back at 
the most recent of the many 
checkpoints — you're only 
playing for high scores. Yoshi's 
Island speedrunners use frame- 
perfect input tricks to ensure 
they don't trigger progress- 
slowing minigames; here, you 
soon feel like dropping them 

a line to ask for the details. 


otherwise visually traditional platformer — ice, desert 
and lava worlds formed of coils of yarn — and there are 
some delightful touches, such as the way gobbled-up 
enemies are not killed so much as unravelled. 

However, this aesthetic device presents mechanical 
opportunities, and it's hard not to think of Tearaway, 
which embedded the theme of its world design deep in 
its mechanics, and in the process made rare use of its 
host hardware's convoluted featureset. The GamePad 
touchscreen, despite its potential to deepen the 
connection to this tactile world, is entirely ignored 
for the sake of supporting different Wii and Wii U 
controllers. For too much of its runtime, Yoshi's Woolly 
World is happy to simply be Yoshi's Island with a pretty 
aesthetic in delicious HD. 

It's at its best when it tries to be something more. 
In one stage, you must guide a Chomp through a tightly 
designed cavern; in its default, wireframe form, the 
Chomp will bite you, but can also jump up to higher 
ground. Fling an egg at it and it'll become the inanimate 
boulder of past Yoshi games, killing enemies it touches 
and providing access to high ledges. You'll kite the beast 
into the desired place, throw an egg and use its woollen 
form to destroy the scenery blocking the way, then 
tongue loose its coat and lure it to the next objective. 
One ghost house level sees you use eggs to turn Boos 
into slowly rising balloons; elsewhere there's a fine nod 
to DS launch game Yoshi Touch & Go, where thrown eggs 
leave woolly clouds in their wake to serve as platforms. 

There are times, too, where the leisurely pace is used 
for more than just arbitrary exploration of every corner. 
Some smartly designed puzzles, typically involving a 
central room with a door chained up with several 
padlocks and multiple routes off it leading to keys, lend 
welcome context to that pace. And there are moments 
where the obvious design flair of a classic Nintendo 
game shines through. It says much that a level where 
you leap between moving curtains — a delicious take on 
the concept of an on-rails platformer — is one of the 
most satisfying in the game, and also the paciest. 

In the context of Yoshi's recent past, Woolly World 
does a lot right. Bar that absent run button, everything 
feels right. It looks delightful, especially when compared 
to the lacklustre Yoshi's New Island, and when it's using 
its aesthetic as a mechanic, or its pace as a gameplay 
device, it sings. But these moments are the exception, 
rather than the rule. The best Nintendo games use 
familiar trappings in a succession of new ways, the 
company's spirit of restless invention producing a 
series of ideas formed, used and flung away. It is Woolly 
World's failure to do that — despite the possibilities for 
play afforded by its delightful aesthetic — that keeps it 
from the upper tier of platform games on a system that 
hardly lacks for them. Too much of it is cut from 
old cloth instead of woven from its own loom. 


ABOVE Power-ups afford brief transformations into diggers, planes, super- 
sized Yoshis and umbrellas, the latter having you collect gems while slowly 
falling back to earth in a manner reminiscent of recent Rayman games 





MAIN Wireframe outlines can be 
turned into platforms with a well- 
placed egg. These windmill sails 
are moving targets, but at least 
you can see them — others must 
first be revealed by jumping near 
them, and some will shed their 
woollen coats after a few seconds. 
ABOVE The world map is a hub of 
sorts, where you can change Yoshi's 
colours — new skins are unlocked 
by finding all five collectible balls 
of wool in a stage — as well as buy 
badges that afford you power-ups 
and abilities for a single level. 
LEFT While most enemies are 
vulnerable to a good old-fashioned 
jump on the head or a well-placed 
tongue, Piranha Plants must be first 
stunned with eggs and then leapt 
on. Upside-down ones will simply 
fall off the bottom of the screen 
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Destiny: House Of Wolves 


ver since Destiny's release, Bungie has assured 
its players that they are being listened to, that the 
studio's 500-strong team is working around the 
clock to shape this ambitious, yet flawed, online shooter 
into the game its fans want and deserve. It has rarely 
felt like the truth, the studio's portentous, in-universe 
communications dismissing long-standing grievances 
while it works to its own agenda. Finally, eight months 
and change on, Bungie is starting to deliver: House Of 
Wolves is the work of a studio serving its players, rather 
than catering to the whims of those within its walls. 
Had you told us a few months ago that one of the 
solutions to Destiny's many knotty problems was yet 
another addition to its convoluted morass of currencies, 
we'd have laughed you out of the room. Etheric Light is 
exactly that, a single-use item used to ascend legendary 
weapons or armour pieces to the new maximum level. 
It saves the launch game's loot pool from obsolescence, 
letting you raise 300-damage weapons to 365, and 
armour to the new cap of 42. It affords the player a 
long-overdue say in their endgame loadouts, letting 
them choose the guns, gear, perks and look they want, 
rather than insisting they pick from a tiny pool of raid 
drops and exotics. And crucially, there are well-defined 
ways to acquire a few guaranteed Etheric Lights each 
week, eliminating the need to run raids over and over 
in the hope of the drops to push you to the level cap. 
Which is just as well, really, since there's no new 
raid, although what arrives in its stead turns out to bea 
good deal less repetitive and caters equally to both PVP 
and PVE players. For the latter camp, there's Prison Of 
Elders, a Horde-a-like mode spread across multiple 
stages and four difficulty levels, the lowest of which is 
randomly generated every time you load in. The others 
are picked by Bungie's design teams each week, a sign 
of a developer finally recognising that its players are 
not as enamoured of generative algorithms as it is. 
While the action itself lacks the craft of a raid, 
putting you in a series of enclosed arenas and having 
enemies spawn from all around, this is more than an 
extended shootout. Capture zones, mines on timers 
and VIP targets to kill lure you out of cover, while boss 
fights introduce raid-like mechanics such as buffs and 
detainment bubbles. A different gameplay modifier is 
applied to each stage to further mix things up; many 
will be familiar from Weekly Nightfall Strikes, but there 
are plenty of additions too. The most telling is Brawler, 
which increases the damage output of your melee 
blows. It seems an obvious apology for Lightswitch, a 
widely loathed modifier affecting only enemy melee 
damage and the cause of many a sudden, unseen death. 
Each Prison Of Elders difficulty level yields a 
guaranteed reward — Etheric Light to max out existing 
guns and armour, Weapon and Armor Cores to buy new 
max-level gear — as well as the standard RNG drops. 
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Publisher Activision 

Developer Bungie 

Format 360, PS3, PS4 (version tested), 
Xbox One 

Release Out now 


Destiny is, at 
last, about what 
you want to 
play, how you 
want to play it, 
and what you 
want to look like 
while you do it 





WOLVES AMONG US 

Bungie has even managed to 
make the free-roaming Patrol 
mode relevant again, with a 
regular public event that 

sees waves of powerful Fallen 
enemies arrive in dropships. 
When all are defeated, a 
reasure chest appears on a 
90-second timer in one of a 
handful of different locations in 
he vicinity; opening it may yield 
a rare key used to open a large 
oot chest beneath the Prison 
Of Elders. Players quickly found 
hat if you left and re-entered 
he area with that chest before 
he timer expired, you could 
open it again. It was a fine, 
player-made metagame that 
made better use of the Sparrow 
speeder bikes than Bungie ever 
has, but the studio shut the 
exploit down with a patch — 
the studio isn't quite ready 

to let players call all the shots. 








Destiny has never celebrated its loot with much finesse, 
just a sound effect as the weapon name and its icon 
appear on the right-hand side of the screen. Here, you 
claim your new toys from chests in a glimmering 
underground treasure room straight from the Scrooge 
McDuck school of design. Sadly, the weapons you'll find 
there aren't up to much, and as the weeks roll by we're 
finding there's progressively less incentive to revisit. 
Happily, something far superior awaits in the Crucible. 


While PVE players have had a weekly route to 
endgame gear throughout Destiny's life — albeit one at 
the mercy of Bungie's stingy RNG — those seeking to 
reach the level cap while only playing its adversarial 
multiplayer component have had to wait for Iron 
Banner, a seven-day event running every four weeks. 
That returns, and is the same infuriating monthly 
festival of lag and bullshit as before, but it is no longer 
PVP's headline act. That honour now rests with Trials 
Of Osiris, a weekend event that puts two teams of three 
players on a single map, awards a point when a full team 
is wiped out, and a win to the first team to five points. 
Lose three matches, and you're out, but the rewards 
start coming after just a few wins, and if you win nine 
games without reply, you head to an area on Mercury 
that houses an enormous treasure chest containing 
some of the best new weapons in the game. 

Whether you make it to Mercury or not, Trials is 
remarkable, a thrillingly tense and deeply tactical 
multiplayer mode that ranks alongside the Vault Of 
Glass raid as the best Destiny has to offer. Both make 
similar demands of the player: constant communication, 
a willingness to climb a learning curve that is not so 
much steep as sheer, a mix of careful planning and 
quick, reactive thinking. That five-round structure is 
unique to Trials, however, and represents its greatest 
trick, allowing just enough room for adaptation to 
opponents' strategies and some dramatic swings in 
momentum. The standard is frighteningly high, and 
puts into even starker relief the PVP game's balance 
problems (if there's a God in Heaven, the poison- 
inflicting Thorn will have been nerfed by the time you 
read this), but it is, despite little niggles, essential. 

As a package, House Of Wolves puts Destiny's first 
expansion to shame; as part of a whole, it means that 
Destiny is finally so full of things to do that we're 
struggling to keep on top of it all. Instead we just pick 
what we feel like: Destiny is, at last, about what you 
want to play, how you want to play it, and what you 
want to look like while you do it. Yes, it should have 
been that way from the start, but it proves that Bungie 
has been paying attention, and now recognises that an 
online game should not be defined by its developers 
or their algorithms, but its players. The studio's EH 
image, and Destiny itself, are all the better for it. 





| 


The bit of Mercury unlocked 
by coming through Trials Of Osiris 
unscathed is sizeable, but deserted. 
With one multiplayer map also set 
here, it seems likely Mercury will 
be playable in the next expansion, 
reportedly due in September. 

The Reef, formerly only seen 
in the base game's cutscenes, now 
houses a social space containing 
vendors and quest-givers. It's 
smaller than the Tower, and holds 
fewer players, so is quicker to load. 

The handful of story 
missions are over in an hour or 
two, but are among the best in 
the game. Your enemy, the Fallen, 
are aggressive and intelligent, 
and have new toys of their own 





All that's in this chest is a dice roll, but Trials Of Osiris weapons are 
among the best in the game. Most legendary guns can now be re-rolled for 
new perks, and the quest for the perfect combo has become an obsession 
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izard might not be the right term for the 

staff-wielding Jawas of Magicka 2. There's a 

name for magic users primarily concerned 
with returning people from the grave: necromancer. Not 
that the robed terrors have forgotten the eight elements 
of magic and the firework displays of inventive chaos to 
be had from combining up to five of them at once and 
unleashing the result. But when your spells harm both 
friend and foe alike, and your hardy enemies have no 
compunction about blighting the earth with their own 
powers, your biggest consideration is usually keeping 
someone, anyone, still alive to continue the fight. 

Which is to say that the spirit of Magicka is largely 

intact. Pieces Interactive may have picked up the series 
now that Arrowhead has moved on to Helldivers, but 
it hasn't strayed too far from established ideas. That 
means a screwball script that nods to the likes of Lego 
and The Matrix as often as Tolkien and D&D, though 
most of the laughs come from the slapstick of riming 
companions with icy healing mines, or rebounding 
death rays that splatter a friend. It means a streamlined 
quest across a prettyish little wilderness full of things 
to hammer with freezing rocks, or fry with arcs of 
fiery electricity. And it means a game that's best with 


Plenty of fights take place near drops, and a hit that sends you flying here 
is as good as a death sentence. It's a design choice made for the giggles of 
seeing your friends soar to their doom, but at the cost of the solo game 
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PLAY 


Magicka 2 


Publisher Paradox Interactive 
Developer Pieces Interactive 
Format PC, PS4 

Release Out now 





MAGICIANS' CODE 

Magicka was notoriously broken 
on release, a buggy mess with 
the most bemoaned netcode 
this side of a recent Battlefield 
launch. Magicka 2 still has its 
early issues — teleports that skip 
whole fights, stuttering boss 
animations, wizards flung 
offscreen yet not dead — but 

it's a considerable step forward 
in terms of solidity, especially 
when it comes to teaming up 
with others. All of which should 
avoid the need for another 
round of Mea Culpa DLC, and 
its joke Crash To Desktop spell. 





friends, where you have the frisson of dodging friendly 
fire but the chaotic thrills of mashing spells together. 
On your lonesome, it's an exercise in frustration. 
Pieces has greatly emphasised movement, allowing 
you to cast on the go, but that comes with mobs that 
tirelessly run you down and camp on your grave. Your 
familiar can grant a revive, but with a fair old cooldown 
on the spell to recharge it and lots to dodge with only a 
few unreliable Magicks to aid you, many battles devolve 
into running around as you try to avoid restarts. Poor 
checkpointing doesn't help, often bouncing you back 
to the most recent cutscene, not the tussle at hand. 
Fans of the original may also take issue with the 
simplified controls, whereby dial-a-combo super-spell 
Magicks become D-pad or number-key shortcuts. The 
upshot is that Magicka 2 is easier to grasp, but no longer 
demands feats of deft typing (though these are still 
possible). A more universal problem is that deep enemy 
health bars and little variation in elemental weaknesses 





per mob encourages casting similar spells over and over. 
Nonetheless, Magicka 2 is an often-charming, 
afternoon-long multiplayer romp that can deliver 
explosive laughs with friends. It's just a shame that 
the randomness it courts with its spellcasting seems to 
have bled into every change Pieces has made, conjuring 
a sequel that is only intermittently better than 
its predecessor, if still every bit as frantic. 
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Nom Nom Galaxy 


om Nom Galaxy as a whole would benefit greatly 

from exercising the same restraint shown in 

the soup recipes at its core. Too many genres, 
to corrupt the old adage, spoil the broth. Yet lumped 
together in Q-Games' culinary-themed admixture are 
elements of base building, tower defence, platforming, 
exploration, combat, resource management and soup 
creation. Only a handful hold together well. 

Nom Nom has a few commonalities with Terraria, in 
that the game plays out in 2D and allows you to mine 
and move blocks around as you terraform the land. In 
Q-Games’ take, however, you're in the employ of the 
intergalactic Soup Co, and each level begins as you 
crash-land on a planet or asteroid in search of recipes. 
Once you've found a place to build your generator- 
equipped office, you can expand from there, adding 
corridor segments, soup machines, rockets (to send 
your product off-world), conveyor belts and turrets. 

The goal is to beat an unseen competitor by shipping 
more soup, thus dominating the market. Consumer 
whims ebb and flow, and you must keep an eye on 
which recipes are most popular (and therefore worth a 
greater slice of market share). At first, you'll have to do 
everything by hand, digging out areas of land, collecting 


Factories can be perched precariously, but must sit on enough solid ground 
to support their weight. Forget to add supporting struts while hollowing 
out a cave below your facility and whole chunks could fall into the abyss 


Publisher/developer Q-Games 
Format PC, PS4 (version tested) 
Release Out now 





Mission levels are subject to a 
too-short day/night cycle, which 
continually interrupts play. More 
frustratingly, ingredients that 
aren't in a machine or being 
held will disappear on the switch 
— if nightfall happens to coincide 
with a robot dropping a rare and 
hard-earned ingredient to pass 
to another, it's gone. This applies 
to the open-ended SOOP mode, 
too, which lets you continue 

the base you constructed in 
Conquest mode, or start fresh 
with no opponents or end goal. 


ingredients to put in the soup machines and then 
carrying the heavy tins to your launchers. As you make 
more money, you can invest it in hired help, which takes 
the form of robots that specialise in various tasks, such 
as cutting down tall crops, passing tins up a lift shaft or 
carrying ingredients to machines. 

While the drip feed of new tech and improvements 
is agonisingly slow, getting a base established and then 
gradually automating and streamlining your processes 
is extremely satisfying, especially in collaboration with 
friends. Unfortunately, we found little in the way of 
online games to pick from. Of the two we did manage 
to join, one kept freezing for minutes at a time before 
resetting our character's position, while the other 
crashed right before we were about to snatch victory. 

Offline, there's still plenty to make you grimace. 
Platforming feels sticky, even after you've gained a 
double-jump and jetpack, and combat is frustrating, 
forced upon you by waves of attacking enemies intent 
on undoing your hard work. Start punching and you'll 
be stuck facing that direction until you stop and turn, 
giving enemies the opportunity to land free hits. 

Despite all this, the construction of a production 
line remains appealing, but it's telling that the first 
time Q-Games chose Early Access development 
over its usual internal process has resulted in an 6 | 
uncharacteristically watered-down result. 
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Massive Chalice 


odern medicine may have slapped a sticking 

plaster on the fleetingness of life, but the 

greatest thematic triumph and most irksome 
management crisis presented by Double Fine's homage 
to XCOM: Enemy Unknown is that it confronts you with 
human impermanence. Not yours — your essence is 
undying, bound to the titular Chalice — but you sit on 
the throne of a kingdom being assaulted by a colourfully 
lethal threat called the Cadence. Your people's only 
hope is for heroes of blessed blood to fend the beasts 
off for long enough to allow the Chalice to charge up a 
monster-obliterating wave. The catch? It's a 300-year 
process, so generations will pass before you're done. 
Those in-game centuries will be spent building up 
your besieged island kingdom, which floats in a sea of 
tangerine Cadence yuck. It's a stop-start process of 
fast-forwarding through mortal lifetimes, the advance 
of years auto-paused when key decisions arise. Some 
are almost always gripping, such as text events with no 
obvious answers, or what to research next. Others are 
variable, such as who to manage your Keeps, where you 
establish bloodlines and twisted genealogies. While the 
latter will define your game at first (see ‘Class war’), 
finding replacements for custodians with mayfly-like 





You'll win many battles without loss of life, but there are tense patches. 
Early on, Ruptures are hard to get rid of, growing armour after their first 
hit each round. By game end, you can one-shot them and everything else 
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Publisher/developer Double Fine 
Format PC, Xbox O 
Release Out now 


Keeps are the li 
Massive Chalice 


ne 





eblood of 
. The pair you 


ensconce in one as regent and 


partner can no 
will establish a 
They'll pass on 
experience and 


onger fight, but 
eroic lineage. 
heir traits, some 
class - bow- 


wielding Hunter, grenade-flask- 


lobbing Alchem 


ist, log-ramming 





Caberjack - to 


heir offspring. 


Unequal pairings create hybrids, 
too, regents dictating whether 


their kids wield 


a bow, flask or 


log, but abilities remixed to suit 
the partner's own primary class. 


lifespans does grow wearying once you've established 
enough houses that heroes aren't in short supply. 

The bigger portion of a playthrough, however, is 
dedicated to guiding five heroes in turn-based battle. 
The two-phase moves and ability-heavy combat are 
familiar, but slightly less substantial than their clear 
ancestor, only irregularly generating the same gripping 
sense of peril and of gaming the odds. Still, in the 
Cadence, Double Fine finds cheeky new ways to vary the 
rules. Twitchers can teleport, but do so by swapping 
places with a hero, scattering formations; Wrinklers age 
their targets five years with every hit. It doesn't matter 
how thick your armour is if your heart just stops. 

Not that you'll get too attached to individuals — 
natural ageing means even your best heroes can't dodge 
the Reaper for long — but where Massive Chalice breaks 
away from its inspiration is in the things that do last. 
Raise a high-level hero and they might leave behind a 
Relic, a weapon bequeathed to their house. These level 
independently and, when combined with the trickle 
down of XP through generations, create the sense of 
your grand houses growing in might, even if zooming 
out that far does detach you from their members. 

Beautiful and varied, Massive Chalice has the bearing 
of a great house itself. Its escalation to a meaty endgame 
is novel, but pestering relatives and a paucity of 
hardships in combat hold it back from greatness. 
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Metal Gé 
olid 3; 


Subsistence 


If Snake falls in a forest 
does he make a sound? 


Publisher Konami Developer Kojima Productions Format PS2 Release 2005 
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Pro 


bac 


vents begin credibly by 
Metal Gear standards, not 
kicking off with a secret 
island fortress or a giant 
robot in the Hudson, but 
a far-off muddy forest and 
reasonable Cold War 
espionage premise. In a 


lengthy mission before the opening credits, 
Naked Snake is forced to watch as a 
US-made atomic bomb delivered by a 
defector detonates on Soviet soil, and the 
world is pushed to the brink of nuclear war. 











testing its innocence, the US is given 


permission from Moscow to dispatch Snake 


k into the Soviet Union to assassinate 
defector, destroy a stolen superweapon 


the 
——— generally do the Kremlin’s cleanup work 


E o thoroughly deniable manner. 





fight a ghost and a man made of bees. Bu 
————————eeex before the opening credits signal the end o 





the 


————————À i : 

———————— Operation Snake Eater, everything abou 
Metal Gear Solid 3 lives within boundaries 
of probability no more outlandish than the 


NENNEN nes that have bracketed the activities o 


— ocio the late 19505, 
M ——————————áà 





Later, in less plausible events, Snake wil 


Virtuous Mission and the beginning o 





It's been said all too often that MGS3: 


= Snake Eater (later updated and repackaged as 





Subsistence) was Hideo Kojima's own take 
u———À SC classic Bond movies, but did James Bond 
ever suffer so much and fail so often? 
Dropped from the edge of space, caught in a 
nuclear blast, stabbed, shot, double-crossed, 


tor 
aga 
an 





ured, partially blinded, double-crossed 


in, forced to kill his surrogate mother, 


double-crossed again, Snake is forged 


into the bitter and betrayed soldier who will 


bec 
end 
wit 


ome the series' antagonist. By the game's 
, Snake is cast in steel and players along 
h him, but it's a story better told with 


mechanics than narrative, and by the player 





ins 


ead of Kojima. 
Long before the days of VR missions to 


teach him which buttons do what, Snake is 


dro 





pped into the Soviet Union without 


instruction or tutorial, equipped only with a 
small pack — and only then if he can find it, 
since he dropped it mid-descent — and 
some of the most cumbersome controls ever 
attached to a console game's protagonist. 
MGS3 is a blizzard of buttons and 
mechanics, many new to the series. There's 


the 


new Close Quarters Combat (CQC) 


system, the new camouflage system, a neu BBSSSEEEEEEENIENINEINIIIEINIIN 


sem for fedis yore nthe vi fli 


system for feeding yourself in the wild. 
MGS3 is a game about survival and Kojin  ——_— 
eam gives you all the tools you need, bu 
next to no advice on how to use them. Every 
button works in combination with others, 
most respond to varying amounts of 
pressure, and few of them do what you’d 
expect from a game made in the early ’oos. 
Given a hammer for a needle’s job, players 
are sent into the forest where most will be 
betrayed by their controller, promptly taken 
o the brink of death by an alligator, then 
inished off by a small patrol in the game’s 
irst open-ended sandbox space. 



















It’s a contrast to Resident Evil 4’s EL—————— 


button-for-almost-everything school Of i 


game design, which would be popularised DY — EÜ—ÁÁ——Á, 
Mikami's game just a few months after 


Snake Eater hit shelves. Context-sensitive ss 
controls and clear prompts would dominate SS 


game design for the next decade, and when S 


Kojima's team remade Snake Eater for 3DS, 

one button did most of the heavy i, ——————————————— —— 
Kojima's notion — that firing a gun is Re 
in real life, so it should be hard in a ce EBEN 


oo — makes a bizarre kind of sense if you're MENS 


a determined apologist, but the truth b 


hat Snake Eater was a game behind the 
imes in a number of ways even in 2004. EE 
It’s easy to forget that the first attempt 
at MGS3 isn’t the game anyone plays today. 
f MGS2's corridors and catwalks pushed 
Metal Gear's traditional fixed camera to the 
edge of its limitations, Snake Eater broke it, 
100-metre sight lines and expanses of lush 
green jungle all framed by a camera tha 
could only look down. The first attempt a 
MGS3 was an ambitious experiment tha 
saw the team that would become Kojima 
Productions — then an unbranded group 
within Konami Computer Entertainmen 
Japan — rewrite MGS2's engine almost from 
scratch with a mind to releasing the third 
MGS game on PS3. As the generation grew 
longer with no sign of bowing out gracefully 
like those before it, Kojima's team spen 
more money than anyone was willing to 
throw at a folly and a PS3 launch game 
became a key component of PS2’s 2004 
winter war machine. 
But everyone's fond memories of MGS3 
are coloured by its remake. The MGS3 > 
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Revolver Ocelot, AKA 
ADAM, shortly before being 
attacked by a cloud of bees. 
The Western-movie-styled 
gunslinger will return in 
MGSV: The Phantom Pain 
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that the gaming world remembers best was 
born a year later, when Kojima’s team 
returned to the game and replaced Snake 
Eater’s top-down perspective with a free 3D 
camera stationed just behind Naked Snake’s 
shoulder. With that one change — certainly 
ew cared about Metal Gear Online bundled 
on a second disc, or the Metal Gear Acid 2 
ink-up — MGS3 went from being one of the 
better games of 2004 to being a game that 
would persist, and subsist, in memory. 

Viewed from Subsistence’s head-height 
perspective, Snake Eater’s forest comes alive. 
Snakes slither in the long grass, frogs climb 
rees overhead, and alligators prowl the 
swamps. Distant enemies emerge through 
he haze without Snake needing to pause in 
irstperson to track them, and a two- 











dimensional world becomes a three- 
dimensional playground. 

















to take them down? Think. Cross stands up 
and the D-pad — not the analogue stick — 
controls silent movement. Holding Circle 
will grab a trailing soldier (but not too hard 
or you'll slit his throat) and quickly 
releasing Circle and switching to Square will 
draw your pistol quickly enough to hold up 
his friends. A single shot will put them to 
sleep. Now, how do you holster your gun 
again without dropping the hostage? 


Taking a hostage is a rather 
delicate process. Far too 
many soldiers have died to 
players with heavy thumbs 





























WHEN YOU STEP INTO THE GAME’S FINAL EE 


TAUGHT BY FAILURE AND PERSISTENCE 


Beyond the chance to see everything up 
close, the rethought camera introduced 
something new to the game: time to think. 
Kojima Productions wouldn't go so far as to 
give players anything like a proper tutoria 
or controls that made sense, but the new 
camera gave players time to wait, consider, 
calculate and execute. 

Viewed top-down, Snake Eater’s world 
would spring surprises upon the hero — 
enemies would appear at the screen's edge 
as if by magic, bullets would be fired from 
guns far beyond the camera's field of view, 
and a sudden shriek would signal you had 
been sighted by a guard invisibly positioned 
just offscreen — but Subsistence's camera 
tore down those boundaries. Now you could 
squat in the long grass and plan, recalling 
the button combinations that make Snake 
so powerful, even against a group. You want 





Thinking time was Snake Eater's missing 
feature. In Subsistence, you could keep one 
eye on your enemies while hunting for food, 
spy danger on the horizon and take time 
recalling the bevy of options in encounters. 
Hold them up? Throw them down? Stab 
hem? Interrogate them? Choke and drag 
hem? Punch their lights out? Shoot them? 
Gas them? No. Leave a jazz mag to distract 
hem — and take time to teach yourself the 
hings the game never would. 

The Subsistence camera seemed to slow 
he game down, which in turn made players 
brave. Certainly you couldn't cram all of 
Kojima’s lunatic CQC button combinations 
into your head for those first few fights, but 
repetition is a good enough teacher and 
with time to prepare for each encounter you 
would find yourself recalling the same 
handful of combinations over and over until 














YEAR TALK 


Looking back, 2004 
was a rare 12 months 
for videogames. It was 
the year of Far Cry, 
Thief: Deadly Shadows, 
The Chronicles Of 
Riddick: Escape From 
Butcher Bay, Burnout 
3, the console version 
of OutRun 2. And then, 
within weeks in the 
US, Halo 2, Half-Life 2, 
World Of Warcraft and 
MGS3: Snake Eater. 
Nintendo, meanwhile, 
launched its DS, and 
Resident Evil 4 would 
miss 2004 by just 11 
days. MGS3: Snake 
Eater was released in 
the transition phase 
between the era of 
inaccessible games 
and the notion that 
games are for all. 
Snake Eater fell on 
one side of the line; 
later, Peace Walker 
would fall on the 
other. The Metal Gear 
series has always 
adapted to trends, 
even if it often arrives 
late to the party. 


















muscle memory made you a world-class 
martial artist and sharpshooter, which was 
almost certainly the point in the first place. 


By the game's end, you are steel. The 
climactic tests of your abilities — escorting 
a wounded friend through the forest while 
being hunted by dozens of special forces 
soldiers, and a final CQC battle against the 
woman who taught Snake everything he 
knows — stretch your abilities to manage 
camouflage, food, medication, combat and 
gunplay to their limits. Long ago, Snake was 
shot by an offscreen Russian because you 
pressed Square too hard and pumped 
Kalashnikov rounds into a magpie. In the 
final moments of Operation Snake Eater, 
he's able to tie the enemy AI in knots with 








MGS3: Snake Eater was 
released in the same year 
as Far Cry, putting it among 
the first games to replicate 
natural environments in a 
truly convincing fashion 


CQC, silently tranquillise them from half a 
map away, baffle them with distractions and 
beat the in-game originator of CQC to death 
using her own techniques. 

There are many memorable moments 
along the way to those final encounters, of 
course. There’s the prison escape, the ladder 
to the mountains, the time paradox, the 
man made of bees, and the ghost. The single 


hour-long set-piece fight against The Fn 


has spawned more words in print co SS aosovOtrsssS 
glowing liquid crystal than most full games 


from the same era. 

They're good bits, but MGS3 lives in the 
moments between set-pieces. As Snake 
endures mutilation and double-triple-cross, 
the player endures a world that teaches 
them almost nothing, where it's possible for 
complacency to kill even after a hundred 
successful CQC hold-ups. A single slip of 
attention or your thumb on those pressure- 
sensitive pad buttons and the punishment is 
severe, and the result is a game that insists 
upon your absolute undivided attention in a 
way no game could approach until Demon's 
Souls, four years later. 

When you step into the game's final 
hour, your skills are your own, taught by 
failure and persistence — muscle memory 
forged by the fear of triggering respawning 
death squads — and when you return to 
MGS3, the muscle memory is there to greet 
you. You can't unteach everything the game 
thrashes into players, and even a whole 
decade on, it's still easy to get lost in that 
dream, Snake Eater. B 
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JAMES LEACH 


Postcards From The Clipping Plane 


Conveniently ignoring the serious side of videogame development 


o it turns out that creating a decent army 
S: bots for an FPS is not easy. | was 

asked to flesh out the characters of a few 
dozen of these, and what attracted me most to 
the idea was that the developers in question 
felt bots need love, too. These bots were to be 
different and, well, better. Ideally, players 
should have no idea whether they were facing 
bots or humans. Yeah, l'Il help with that. 

The first task was to work out the types of 
players to create. To do this, | struck upon the 
happy notion of simply stealing the game- 
playing styles of a set of real live humans. And 
the perfect group was in front of me, hunched 
over their machines, working with varying 
degrees of commitment on the game itself. 

Time passes and | do diligent research into 
the playing styles of the people who make 
these sort of products. It turns out that, almost 
to a man, they're all evil, lurking campers, 
obsessed not by having a lot of fun, but 
winning and achieving impressive stats. Not 
for the first time, | realise that we development 
people aren't like the general population. We 
have to win. Winning validates what we do. If 
you can’t play games to an exceptional 
degree, the thinking goes, you have no place 
in helping to create them. Of course, most of 
the people in the industry were once obsessive 
players, so they already have the skills. But 
they have this competitive need to win, and to 
do so by knowing the mechanics of the game 
better than others. Skills are one thing, but 
being aware that there is a tiny, tiny spot 
where you can hide in invisible safety and 
wipe out platoons of the enemy is better. It's 
clear that bots with inside knowledge of the 
game's quirks are only going to infuriate 
players, so we'll just have a couple of those. 

In every group of players, there is also the 
Leeroy Jenkins, the gung-ho death-or-glory 
type. Now we're really into bot territory. 
Nothing is more satisfying than slotting the 
guy who thinks courage and noise will cause 
you to flee in panic. The history books are full 
of examples of people who have charged a 
tank division armed only with the wishbone of 





The history books are full of 

people who have charged a 

tank division armed only with 
the wishbone of a squirrel 


a squirrel, only to have the division turn in 
abject terror and bolt into the nearest fast- 
flowing river. The history books do not bother 
with those who do exactly the same but get cut 
down by withering machine-gun fire, because 
running at armoured columns brandishing the 
bones of tiny mammals is utterly stupid. The 
guy in the studio who fits this type always has 
a background in graphic art, and turns up to 
work every day by cycling along a motorway. 

Teamwork is the next skill that separates us 
from the bots. Until the economic downturn hit 
studios and the places turned into bear pits, 
teamwork was commonplace. There are still 


isolated pockets of it, though, and on the face 
of it, the integration of this idea would be both 
useful and quite hard to implement. But this 
isn't the case. Teamwork in FPS games is 
chiefly a matter of finding a colleague who 
knows where the secret hiding places are and 
following them, waiting for them to get killed 
en route, and then taking up a position in the 
place they were leading you to. In terms of 
bots, get everyone to follow Leeroy Jenkins, 
but dial back the suicidal stupidity a notch. 

Collecting seems to be a thing, too. While 
it's pretty useful to have a decent weapon or 
two, there are those players who spend far too 
much time selecting, picking up, dropping, 
and scavenging ever-more-arcane guns. These 
people usually die in one of two ways: they 
race off across everyone's line of sight to find 
the biggest gun and get blasted to pulp, or 
they spend ages way behind the action, 
picking up cross-threaded bullets with tungsten 
tips, before joining the battle far too late and 
getting blasted to pulp because they have 
never engaged in the combat before. The 
reason people do this is because they watch 
too many films, and every one of those has a 
scene where, before the final showdown, the 
protagonist arms up with a succession of loud, 
superfluous clicks to show steely intent. And 
wins. Life isn’t like that, even in games. But this 
one works for a bot. A lumbering, late-to-the 
party dude festooned with anti-ship weaponry 
is a big perceived threat and a glorious target. 

Finally, do the bots show they aren't bots 
by the way they communicate? Do | write 
thousands of commands, grunts, exclamations 
and pithy one-liners? | so wanted to do this, 
but it turns out that people who are good at 
playing FPSes are largely intent on what 
they're doing, and thus silent. | could see 
pound signs slipping away, so | argued for 
one loudmouthed fool bot who'd never shut up 
and deserved to die. Nobody in the dev 
studio quite fitted the bill, but this clown was 
easy to write anyway. Funny, that. 





James Leach is a BAFTA Award-winning freelance writer 
whose work features in games and on television and radio 
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